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Chapter 1

Bad Conduct




Airborne over the Pacific Ocean




I SENSED THAT I WAS SCREWED the minute the man in 2A pulled the first-class flight attendant onto his lap. He wasn’t a suspected terrorist, but nonetheless, my gut twitched the way it does when fate flips a bad card and your subconscious sees a losing hand.

I didn’t heed the warning.

I immediately began second-guessing my instincts the way people do when they don’t like the message. It could be a false alarm. Those happen, right? Or maybe that sensation was the burrito I’d grabbed before boarding at SFO?

If I had been on the flight as a civilian, there’d have been no dilemma. I’d have inserted myself between her and him, and that would have been the end of it. A guy my size doesn’t need a badge. I can usually solicit cooperation with little more than a lingering look.

As the Federal Air Marshal upstairs in first class, however, the decision wasn’t that simple. I was there on official government business. Very serious business. I was only permitted to break cover during extreme circumstances. Things on par with terrorist activity. Covid had hammered that policy home.

When fights erupt on flights because a passenger refuses to wear a mask, we FAMs do not interfere. Likewise, we refrain from intervening when someone claims the wrong seat or refuses to leave the toilet. The government puts us on planes to save lives, not to combat selfishness or counter stupidity. Those are airline problems. Solving them is up to the crew.

Unfortunately, this situation fell in the gray zone. Passenger 2A was not endangering the aircraft, but he was assaulting an individual. His behavior was brazenly criminal. Meanwhile, it was safe to say that I was the only passenger in that cabin with handcuffs and a Glock.

Still, my gut was twitching a warning.

A couple of years back, a non-subject had captured my attention for a very different reason. That passenger, whose demographic profile happened to match that of most terrorists, was showing several classic signs of a suicide bomber. He was sweating, acting nervous, and wearing a blank stare.

I’d leapt into action without breaking cover. My fast, analytical thinking ultimately earned me the Secretary of the Department of Homeland Security Valor award, not for saving the plane but for saving his life—with CPR. He’d been having a heart attack.

I decided to give Maylin a moment to extricate herself from the obnoxious Chinese drunk in blue jeans and black boots. Maybe I’d sold her short. Maybe the scheduler knew something I didn’t. Maybe her earlier protestations had been designed to heighten his desire. Jumping to conclusions was dangerous in my line of work.

The first-class cabin on our overnight flight boasted fourteen “open suites.” Row one had only the two window seats, whereas the next three rows had the windows plus two aisle suites in the middle. Each of the fourteen occupied roughly the same footprint as six economy chairs, and they were priced accordingly.

My partner and I were both senior special agents with the Federal Air Marshals, but it was my turn for the big seats, so he was downstairs in coach. I was seated two rows back from the action across the first aisle in 4E, so I couldn’t see what was going on in suite 2A. Resisting the urge to improve my view by standing, I tried waiting for another passenger or flight attendant to intervene before doing anything that would blow my cover.

No such luck.

As the assaulted attendant squirmed in silence, I rose and walked up the aisle. 2A had one hand across Maylin’s mouth and another beneath her breast. His lips were to her ear.

“Could I get another cup of coffee?” I asked her, as if nothing were amiss.

“She’s busy. Get your own coffee,” 2A replied with a hard stare.

As he spoke, the men in 2E and 2F rose. They were also Chinese and, like 2A, appeared to be in their early thirties. They were also wearing blue jeans, black boots, and what I called Versace shirts. Bright, bold patterns that screamed of excessive spending on famous streets or in airport duty-free shops.

The closest passenger put his hand on my shoulder. The other stepped around to face me head on. “I’ll get your coffee. You take your seat. Best way to avoid turbulence,” he said, smiling at his own joke as he bathed me in booze breath.

One might think that Federal Air Marshals get the same passenger manifests that flight attendants do, but we don’t. I knew the identity and background of my subject, the nuclear physicist in 3A, and I’d have had information on his traveling companions if he had had any, which he didn’t. That was it. I knew nothing about anyone else, including the party I was now confronting.

The group appeared to be affluent, athletic Chinese nationals. Whereas the average wage in China was under $5/hour, each of these men had the means and mindset to spend over $500/hour to improve their comfort on a twelve-hour flight. All three exuded a strong vibe of arrogant entitlement, and yet somehow none had been punched in the nose hard enough to break it. I concluded they were protected.

My best guess was that 2A’s daddy was a big man in China. 2E and 2F were probably either friends with similar status, or 2A’s entourage.

Despite that deduction, I continued to ignore my stomach’s warning.

“Gentlemen, if you want to spend time with Maylin when she’s not working, you’re welcome to extend her an invitation to join you in Beijing. During the flight, however, we’re all equally entitled to her services.”

I turned back to the flight attendant. “Coffee please, Maylin. Same as before.”

She attempted to rise, but 2A didn’t release his grip.

While the assailant and I were locked in a silent staring contest, 2F returned from the galley with a coffee pot and porcelain mug. He extended both until they were just inches from my nose. “Problem solved. Here’s your own personal pot. Would you like cream or sugar?”

I’m fit enough that I can keep my kit under the front of my shirt without anybody noticing. A custom holster gives me quick and easy access to my knife, firearm, and handcuffs, among other accessories. I knew for a fact that I could have my Glock 19 in Mr. Coffee’s face before he detected movement. Unfortunately, a move like that would expose my status and escalate the situation.

Fortunately, I wasn’t some young buck eager to show off the size of his sack. At 41, I had decades of experience carrying a badge and nothing but wisdom to prove.

Staring into 2F’s taunting, drunk eyes, I scrambled to find a way to finish the standoff without creating the kind of scene that would end up on the nightly news, compliments of someone’s cell phone video. Preferably some scenario that wouldn’t alert 3A to the fact that I was anything other than a chivalrous passenger. But it was three against one, 2A was not relenting, and my options were limited.

I’d underestimated the assailant’s status. Standing there in the thick of an unpredictable twist, I found myself wishing that I’d strictly followed protocol and texted my partner before rising to the rescue. That breach of procedure would become the key learning point in my after action report. Management liked it when you cited those.

On the upside, my cover was still intact. With a bit of luck, I’d be able to keep it that way and there’d be no AAR.

I slowly raised both hands and accepted the pot and mug with a modest bow. When 2E didn’t release my shoulder, I pivoted my gaze his way until he withdrew his hand, at which point I directed another disarming bow in his direction.

Having eased the tension by courteously accepting the beverage service, I spun around to leave and sloshed some coffee onto the would-be rapist’s head in the process. The pot proved to be completely full, so he got more of a dunking than I’d intended, but his immediate reaction remained as expected.

2A bolted up out of his chair, hurling the flight attendant from his lap as he roared and frantically wiped his face.

I slipped back into my assigned seat as the commotion woke the sleeping passengers and attracted another flight attendant. Crisis averted, I told myself, patting my own back. Flight attendant rescued, cover intact, nobody hurt, nothing special to see.

My satisfaction was short lived.

Rather than rapidly dying down as commotions tend to do after spills, the ruckus only grew. It was in Mandarin, so the details escaped me, but in the midst of it, 2F returned to the galley only to emerge a second later with a piece of paper I recognized: the passenger manifest.

While I was digesting the fact that the spoiled Chinese scions now knew that my name was Felix Sparks, the captain came on the intercom and requested that medical doctors identify themselves by pressing their call button.

Eavesdropping on the English discussion with the responding physician, my stomach experienced another twist. Apparently, the coffee had been scalding—and I’d hit 2A in the eye.











Chapter 2

Red Notice




San Francisco, California




FOR WHAT FELT like the first full minute of our meeting in his office, Special Agent in Charge Emilio Hernandez just stared at me across his cluttered desk. No words. No expression. Just a penetrating gaze.

All FAMs learn to deliver powerful stares. We use our eyes more than any other weapon. Given that Hernandez had risen through the ranks, he seemed to be hoping that I’d simply wither and evaporate, solving his problem.

When I didn’t vanish, the regional chief resorted to words. “Senior FAM Sparks, what the hell were you thinking?”

“Sir, my goal was to prevent a sexual assault without breaking cover. And with all due respect, I did just that.”

Hernandez chuffed. “That’s small-picture thinking. Big picture, your response took my agency the closest it’s come to an international catastrophe since Brazil 2010. You do remember that joy ride, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

The SAC plowed on as if I hadn’t replied. “Two marshals cuffed a drunk and obnoxious female passenger, at the behest of the captain no less, only to find themselves facing assault charges when they landed in Brazil. Know why?”

“She was the wife of a powerful judge.”

Hernandez spread his hands in surprise. “So you recall that incident, and yet you still somehow thought your best plan of action was assaulting an unknown first-class passenger on a flight to a communist country.”

“Sir, I—”

“That wasn’t a question, Agent Sparks. I’m still exploring the topic of things you didn’t do prior to instigating an international incident. Speaking of which, let us not forget your failure to inform your partner of the situation.”

I nodded acknowledgment of that error without commenting.

Hernandez narrowed his stare. “Do you have any idea how lucky you are? If your return flight had been delayed by so much as a single hour, you would likely be sitting on death row in a Chinese prison right now.”

Hernandez was right, so again I said nothing.

Turned out that 2A, Wang Wei, was what the Chinese referred to as a princeling. The untouchable son of a ranking communist party official. His father, Wang Qiang, was the mayor of a city larger than Los Angeles, a port city bordering Beijing. The Wang family weren’t just above the law, they controlled it.

After a few seconds of silence, Hernandez stopped staring and leaned back in his creaky steel chair. “What made you decide to remain aboard the plane after landing in Beijing rather than disembark with the passengers and crew?”

“Instinct.”

“Elaborate.”

“The look on the face of 2F when he presented 2A with the passenger manifest.”

Hernandez nodded. “Too bad that instinct didn’t kick in a bit earlier.”

It had, but I chose not to mention that to my boss’s boss. Instead, I asked a question. “Was he really blinded? It was just coffee.”

The SAC scoffed. “Who knows. Doesn’t matter. The Red Notice the Chinese filed with Interpol states that you scarred his face and blinded his right eye, so that’s what’s on the only record that matters anywhere from the State Department on down.”

I’d figured Hernandez would take that view but had hoped he’d fight for one of his own. “Sir, you referenced the Brazil fiasco a minute ago, but in that case the marshals identified themselves. To my knowledge, the Chinese aren’t aware that I’m a FAM.”

“Your point?”

I took a deep breath. “I have two points. First, unlike Brazil, this incident won’t impact our ability to fly to China because my actions shielded the agency. Second, because I managed the situation solo, Senior FAM Croft will avoid any blowback.”

“So you’re a hero. Is that what you’re saying?”

Actually, while heading into this meeting, I’d been hoping that’s what he’d be saying. I didn’t know Hernandez well. I worked mostly with his deputy, Assistant SAC Michaels. “I’m agreeing with your earlier point about the importance of looking at the whole picture and considering the good outcomes alongside the bad.”

“Well, in your case, I’m afraid the bad eclipses the good. As long as the Red Notice is in place, you are effectively stuck in the United States, which means you can’t function as a Federal Air Marshal. That’s your whole picture.”

In my experience, there were two kinds of managers: basic and advanced. Basic managers merely implement, whereas advanced managers also adapt. The government, with its behemoth size and legendary bureaucracy, tended to attract and reward basic implementers. Hernandez did not appear to be an exception. Nonetheless, I was hoping to save my career by improving his game. “Any chance we can work with Interpol to get the Red Notice rescinded?”

While contemplating his reply, the skin beneath the SAC’s lower lip bulged out a couple of times as if it were doing the thinking. I’d heard rumors that between four years of playing baseball at Arizona State and another six in the minor leagues, Hernandez had spent a decade addicted to dip. Apparently, his tongue still sought that sweet spot between cheek and gum when tensions rose. “That’s entirely up to China. To the best of my knowledge, only the country issuing a Red Notice can rescind it.”

The tongue immediately went back into action, so I waited in silence. Eventually, Hernandez said, “You could try calling Mr. Wang to apologize. In my experience, people who behave the way he did are far more likely to be righteous and vengeful than repentant and compassionate, but it’s worth a shot, especially if you learn that his injuries have improved.”

“Good idea. I’ll do as you suggest. Meanwhile, recognizing that I can no longer serve on international flights, if only temporarily, I’m hoping that my decades of experience can be put to good use in an administrative position.”

“A promotion?” Hernandez chuffed. “Now I’m the one with two points to make. First of all, we are way too top heavy as it is. Secondly, you just screwed up in a very public way. A promotion wouldn’t be in the cards even if we had an opening.”

The big boss didn’t draw on his tongue to draft those points, and I had expected them, but I’d figured it was worth a shot. As a person who didn’t dabble in the dark art of politics, I couldn’t predict the responses of political pros like the SAC for Northern California. “So what are my options, sir?”

“Option, Sparks. Singular. You have exactly one, and frankly you’re damn fortunate to have it. The agents on the Brazil flight had no choice but to leave the service, due to no fault of their own. But these are different times. As it happens, Uncle Sam needs you at the Mexican border.”

I felt my shoulders slumping even though the revelation came as no surprise. “I can’t move out of the Bay Area, sir.”

Hernandez shook his head as if attempting to clear the fog from my brain with the tip of his nose. “You’d still be assigned to this office. They’ll house you and even give you a per diem. Without your family to distract you, you can dedicate every spare minute to getting the Red Notice revoked.”

“Sir, normally I’d hop on that option. But I can’t leave at this time. My marriage is in trouble and I’m desperate to save it. My wife, she … has issues. Mental health issues. Anxiety and depression. She’s also a divorce attorney. If I leave for a few months, my marriage will be over, and I’ll be screwed.”

“I feel for you, Agent Sparks. If I had another option, I’d offer it.”

“As it happens, I have a proposal, sir.”

Hernandez tilted his head to look at me over his glasses.

“How about you leave me in my current role, but whenever I draw an international flight, I’ll call in sick. With luck, I’ll clear the Red Notice before I run out of leave.”

Hernandez’s scowl told me I was screwed. “That’s good for you, but it leaves your colleagues scrambling their lives to cover.”

“It does, but they’re happy to step up.”

“You already checked?”

“Actually, Senior FAM Crofts took the initiative. Everyone’s aware of what happened to the guys who were on that flight to Brazil. Everyone also knows it could have been them flying first class to Beijing.”

Hernandez chewed on my proposal for a moment before nodding at his own conclusion. “Yeah, I can’t keep you in a role that you’re unable to perform. I got my own career to think about. Kiss your wife, long and hard, then pack a bag. You’re going to El Paso.”

“I cannot relocate at this time, sir.” I pulled my badge from my pocket and placed it on his desk.

“Don’t be a fool, Sparks. Show some flexibility.”

“I’m not a fool, sir. I love my wife.”











Chapter 3

Long Shot




Pleasanton, California




CERTAIN PLEASANT PHRASES are both rare and meaningful enough that they always lift the mood, be it from bad to good, or good to great. Examples include: You’re right!, Bingo!, and Let me see what I can do. My partner, Senior FAM Curtis Crofts, had whispered that last phrase while I was leaving the San Francisco Field Office after my terminal meeting with Hernandez. He’d followed it with a text: “Hopyard at 6.”

I arrived at the rendezvous early, partly because I was hungry and the local brewpub had great wings, and partly because being home would have only compounded my malaise. This was supposed to be date night with my wife.

Every other Friday, Grandma Vera took the kids so Tanya and I could enjoy each other’s company without inhibition or interruption. But my wife had texted, “Working late. Don’t wait up.”

In addition to being a wife and loving mother to two daughters, Tanya Sparks was a successful attorney at a mid-sized family law firm in Walnut Creek. Nearly as defining, of late, was the fact that she was suffering from a form of depression that left her anxious and paranoid.

One frustrating thing about psychological disorders is that you can’t easily correct for them even when you know what’s going on. You still feel what you feel, and no one can convince you otherwise. If one of those errant feelings is paranoia and another is anxiety, when a loving husband tries to help, his caring actions get misinterpreted as hostile aggressions. At least, that’s been my experience.

I did have one temporary victory. I got my wife to agree to marriage counseling. Unfortunately, she abandoned it after just a few sessions, claiming that it was too stressful because I was manipulating the therapist.

Since neither doctors nor counselors had managed to help, date nights and family fun days were my best hopes for saving our marriage. Date nights provided perfect opportunities for me to shower Tanya with affection and remind her of the fun we used to have in the early years. Now my wife was starting to cancel those.

Given the way my luck was going, I’d get hit with divorce papers on the same day I got a pink slip for trying to save my marriage. But hey, nobody said life was supposed to be easy.

My food arrived while I was reflecting on the fact that, when faced with a choice, I’d chosen my marriage over my job. As the server placed the beer and basket of wings before me, Crofts slid into the booth. “I’ll have the same,” he said with a smile.

“You’re early,” I said.

“I couldn’t remember if this was date night or if that’s next Friday. Didn’t want to hold you up if it was. I know how important those are.”

“It is date night, but Tanya canceled. Says she’s working late.”

Crofts made a gesture and I gave a nod before he took a swig of my beer. FAM partners eat a lot of meals together on the layovers between outbound and return flights, so boundaries relax. “You think maybe she’s not really working?”

I pulled out my iPhone, opened the Find My app, and tapped Tanya. “Her phone is at the office.”

“But you think she’s somewhere else. You think she leaves her phone there as an alibi, knowing you can see its location.”

I held his eye.

“You think Tanya’s having an affair.”

“Smells that way.”

“If she is, then you’ll be forced to question everything you think you know about her, including mental illness as the main driver of your marital problems.”

“I know.”

“What makes you think there’s another man in her life?”

“On the nights she works really late, Tanya always goes straight to the shower and then to bed.”

“In another room. She’s using Vera’s old bed, right?” Crofts clarified.

“Yup.” Tanya’s mother had lived with us for fifteen years, but a year or so ago she’d moved into her own place. It was about twenty minutes away in Dublin. Close, but not too close.

“A shower is hardly definitive.”

“Her hair smells funny.”

“What?”

“On the occasions when I’ve intercepted her before the shower, her hair has smelled different.”

“Different how?”

“Like she’d showered after sex and used the guy’s shampoo.”

Crofts pondered that for a minute. “If that were the case, why would she shower again after coming home?”

“I don’t know. Guilt? An out, out, damned spot! thing like Lady Macbeth?”

“Women do tend to have different hygiene standards from us guys. Was the smell always the same?”

“You think it could be different guys?”

Crofts shrugged. “Maybe, if it’s a compulsion or an addiction. That would help explain the second shower.”

“The smell is always the same. And it’s odd. Not like any shampoo I know.”

“What’s it like?”

“Hard to say. Scents aren’t my thing. It makes me think of a spa, not that I know much about those either. That’s just an association that pops into my mind when I catch a whiff.”

Crofts bit into a wing. “Did you ever comment on it?”

“No. I’m treading on eggshells, remember? She treats even the most innocent questions like aggressions. I’ve learned to bite my tongue. I don’t question or push anything for fear of triggering an anxiety attack.”

Crofts shrugged as if the solution were obvious. “Turn it into a compliment. First tell her she looks good, then ask her if she’s been doing anything different.”

“I could do that.”

“I’m sorry you’re going through this, bro. It totally sucks. On the upside, I flipped a coin for you, and it came up tits. Big tits.”

Crofts’ much touted secret to stress management was to look at life’s trials and tribulations like coin tosses. Sometimes you won, sometimes you lost. It was always a coin toss. Rather than “heads or tails,” however, he said, “tits or balls.” With Crofts, “tits” meant you won, “balls” meant you lost. I never asked why. I didn’t need to. For guys like us, guys who carried guns for our country, it was intuitive even if not politically correct.

“You have good news? From the office?”

Crofts gave me a big grin. “Hernandez agreed to hold off on processing your papers. You’re not terminated. You’re on vacation through July 21. That gives you two weeks to get the Red Notice revoked. You do that, and it’s like nothing happened. July 22 you’ll be picking back up where you left off yesterday. All will be forgiven and forgotten.”

“That’s good news. Great news! You say I’ve got till July 22?”

“Yup. And that’s a Saturday, so you can probably squeak until Monday the 24th before Hernandez submits the paperwork.”

I raised my beer. “To tits!”

“To tits!”

“July 24 is Kira’s sixteenth birthday,” I added, referencing my older daughter.

“Then we’ll have a double party. One for her. One for you.”

“That’s assuming I can get the Red Notice revoked. Any idea how I can convince a spoiled Chinese princeling I scarred and blinded to forgive and forget?”

Crofts said nothing.

“I can’t go to him to beg for forgiveness. I’d be thrown into prison the minute my plane landed in China.”

My partner lightly punched my shoulder, his eyes exuding warm concern. “You’re a smart and capable guy. I’m sure you’ll think of something.”











Chapter 4

Good Time




CROFTS KEPT ME COMPANY at The Hopyard while we waited for the blue dot representing Tanya’s phone to move off the map of her law office. Waiting like this was nothing new for us. My partner and I were accustomed to lingering over long meals.

Although watching and waiting were not the poster parts of our job as Federal Air Marshals, that was how we spent the vast majority of our time. Granted, most of those hours were in long, densely populated aluminum tubes speeding through the sky at 500 knots rather than in cozy neighborhood watering holes, but we’d also logged plenty of airport eatery hours.

Fortunately, Agent Crofts and I shared similar interests and enjoyed each other’s company. Whereas most of our colleagues used their layovers to either sleep or binge watch, Crofts and I made a point of exploring our surroundings. Usually, we focused on food. Whatever the local specialty was, we’d go in search of the best. The best sushi in Tokyo. The best pork knuckle in Munich. The best ribs in Kansas City. Whatever the entree, one of us would usually get two orders. One for there, one to go. It softened the blow for whoever had the economy ticket going home.

Although we were comfortable sitting long spells in silence, lately my partner and I had spent endless hours discussing my devolving marriage. Crofts was twice divorced, so he knew what I was going through. He understood what I was feeling and why I needed a lot of verbal release.

Tonight, however, it was Crofts who was carrying the conversation. He was prompting me into action. “Long as she’s home before midnight, it’s technically still date night.”

“So?”

“So don’t let a little delay steal your mojo. You won’t have another opportunity like this for two whole weeks, and from what I’ve been hearing, you might not have two weeks to lose.”

“What should I do?”

“Make her understand how much you love her. Make her feel special.”

“I get the concept. Where I fall short is in the execution. It’s like I told you, these days, whatever I say, it seems to be the wrong thing. Given how fragile she is, I don’t want to rock the boat.”

“Man, forget the rocking. Your boat is sinking. Believe me, subtle is not going to save the day when crazy is at play. You are stuck in a situation where fortune favors the bold.”

I repeated Crofts’ words to myself. They resonated. “Okay, fine. I can be bold, but what exactly should I say?”

“You just told me that whatever you say, it’s the wrong thing. Right?”

“Right. That’s the problem.”

“So don’t say anything. Definitely don’t bring up her condition again. And whatever you do, don’t ask if there’s another guy. Tonight, you focus on the moment. On how she feels. Make it magical.”

“And how do I do that, Merlin?”

Crofts bought a moment of thought by draining his second beer. “Don’t you writers have a saying about showing, not telling?”

I was a writer, and we did have that saying, but I didn’t write romance novels. I’m the author and illustrator of the Goofy Girls children’s books. All eleven of them. Never heard of the Goofy Girls? Well, you’re not alone. Which is why I’m still flying the unfriendly skies—and packing a digitizing tablet along with my handcuffs and Glock.

“You’re right. I should run. No time to lose.”

“You get the girl. I got the bill.”

I hit Safeway on the way home and scored three dozen red roses. Then I went to work creating the right mood. I put Sade on the house speakers, got a couple dozen candles burning, and moved the wine service from beside the fireplace to the master bath. When Tanya finally walked through the garage door, I was waiting with the big bouquet.

“What’s all this?” she asked, setting down her bag as her expression cycled through mixed emotions.

I did not immediately reply with my planned response because my mind went elsewhere. As Mike Tyson famously said, “Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the mouth,” and my mouth had just been punched. Or rather, my nose. Tanya hadn’t arrived alone. Once again when arriving late, she’d brought a strange scent into our home. I could smell it even over the roses.

I tried to ignore the distraction and retain my amorous mood, but the questions piled on. Where had my wife really been? With whom? Doing what?

It’s hard to act loving when you’re angry. And it’s hard not to be angry when you feel betrayed. And you can’t help but feel betrayed when the scent of betrayal is punching you in the face. But I was no longer a teenager. I had decades of practice mastering my emotions. So I tamped down the raging flames, forced my focus back on track, and put a loving lilt in my voice. “It’s date night. Follow me.”

I led my wife upstairs to the master bedroom, where the large Murano glass vase we’d been gifted at our wedding was now waiting on a pedestal near the foot of our bed. After quickly arranging her big bouquet while attempting to pack my nose with its scent, I took Tanya’s hand and led her through the short, mirrored corridor of his and hers closets into the marbled master bath, all without a word.

The bottle of wine I had waiting on ice came from one of our romantic Napa Valley getaways. Right before that trip, Tanya had scored a big payday at work, so we’d splurged on a couple of cases as a way of bringing the holiday home and allowing us to reopen a fond memory on demand. Lately, before taking the kids back to her place, Grandma Vera had made a point of leaving a chilled bottle out on date nights. A nudge to get us going in the right direction.

Tonight, I needed that nudge more than ever.

I opened the bottle, poured the golden elixir, and clinked Tanya’s glass while Sade sung of the sweetest taboo. The first cool, crisp sip quickly turned into a second and a third as we approached the moment of truth.

Once the liquid courage was doing its thing, I got the walk-in shower warming up, turned back to Tanya, and began unbuttoning her blouse. Slowly. Delicately.

She didn’t resist!

She didn’t lean in for a kiss or extend an amorous caress, but she also didn’t back away. She just stood there, sipping her Sauvignon Blanc as I moved from her blouse to her pants to her bra and finally to a pair of peach panties so insubstantial that a hummingbird could have carted them away.

While I rose with that last prize, Tanya set her empty glass aside and gave me the one thing I wanted more than anything else in the world: her smile. Her inviting, familiar, sultry smile. That smile had highlighted our courtship some eighteen years earlier. It told me my Tanya was still in there, and that she too remembered what we once had.

From there, we were off to the races. My clothes were removed with the speed of a pit crew changing tires. Four hands worked in tandem to lift, tug, and pull. Then we were in the shower, playful and passionate. A tango of sudsy caresses and greedy gropes with closed eyes and open mouths.

We stayed there, moving at a furious pace, until the water chilled. Then we hit the bed without bothering to towel off. No time for that. We were reckless lovers with nothing more on our minds than the sweet satisfaction of our senses.

By the time we were breathless and spent, our marital woes and my career crisis seemed a million miles away. I had broken through! Maybe for an hour. Maybe for a lifetime. In any case, my depressed and disaffected wife was finally back in our bed for the night.











Chapter 5

The End




EVER WONDER how JFK was feeling right before Oswald put bullets through his neck and brain? One second our 35th president had it all, the next second he had nothing at all.

I used to think that Kennedy must have sensed it coming. I’m not into superstitions or the supernatural. I’m a science guy. But the idea that an intelligent person could be completely blindsided by such a profound flip of fate struck me as highly improbable. The prospect that he received no warning at all, no raising of hairs or gut-churning chill, seemed too sad to be true.

I now know the answer to that question.

I was wrong.

Sometimes, you don’t sense it coming.

Granted, I’m not dead, but my suffering is boundless. My despair, complete.

The moment before my first bullet struck, I was drifting in that sweet space between totally relaxed and partially awake, while feeling a bit fuzzy from too much wine and too little water. The rising California sun was casting a magical light across the puffy white duvet, and my mood was bright. The best in recent memory.

After many months of barreling toward divorce, Tanya and I had finally made a major step toward getting things back on track. If losing my job became the cost of keeping our marriage on the rails, then I’d happily pay that price. Money was just a means. Family was the end that mattered.

Reflecting on the delicious aftertaste, I couldn’t remember how long it had been since the previous time we’d made love like we meant it. I knew it had been nearly a year since we’d shared the same bed. When Grandma Vera had moved out of her bedroom, Tanya had moved out of ours.

My wife remained still as I studied the sight of her head on the neighboring pillow. Seeing it there now made me realize just how much I’d been missing it. Missing us. Missing the best part of life.

Now that my wife was back in our marital bed, I wanted to roll closer and spoon, yet I hesitated out of fear. She’d been so fragile, so unstable, that I didn’t dare to disturb our fledgling détente. I wanted to breathe in the moment and bottle it up for future use in case this was an aberration rather than the return of our comfy norm.

I had no inkling which Tanya would awake to greet my smiling face. Would I get the one who went to bed, the loving wife and life partner who finally seemed inclined to save our marriage? Or would I get the paranoid, anxiety-ridden, depressed woman who blamed me for her mental anguish?

I had no way of knowing, and plenty of experience guessing wrong.

After a few minutes of contented reflection and mental bottling, I decided it was worth the risk to try tipping the scales toward bliss.

The sniper’s first round struck when I rolled in for the spoon, sliding to Tanya’s side and draping an arm across her chest. Whereas Kennedy’s first bullet had pierced his neck, mine hit my heart. My wife’s body felt lifeless. Cool, limp, and still.

I didn’t recoil in shock or bolt out of bed the way one might expect. If anything, I hugged her tighter while my heart swelled and my mind raced to get a grip on the situation.

As tears flooded my eyes, I intuitively grasped what had happened. My chronically depressed, forty-year-old sweetheart had decided to go out on a high. She’d enjoyed a night of romantic passion and decided to end her story on that happy page by downing a bottle of sleeping pills.

Sad as it was, I understood her misguided impulse. Tanya had gone out momentarily happy, but chronically depressed.

I’d been living with her growing depression for years. I’d done the research and the reading. She’d consulted the psychiatrists and physicians. But in the end, nothing had enabled a course correction. The disease had won.

As that cold conclusion took hold of my heart, I felt my last hopes withering within its icy fist. While each frosty finger clamped down, screams and wails and torrents of tears flew from my body in endless, coughing gasps of anguish. Not even the news of my parents’ untimely death had wrought such a severe meltdown. I just lost it. I was helpless with grief and regret.

Eventually—don’t ask me how long, I haven’t a clue—I cried it all out. At least for the moment.

Once my pulse stopped racing and my wits returned, I gently rolled off my side of the bed and walked around to my wife’s nightstand. Tanya kept her sleeping pills positioned in the front left corner of the drawer. It was the first thing her fingers would find when reaching for midnight relief.

The bottle rattled beneath my touch.

Confused, I removed the lid. At least a dozen of the long slim pills met my eyes. The answer struck me a second later. Tanya had forgotten about the supply in our bedroom and had downed the supply from beside her new bed.

I rushed to her room, knocking over the big vase full of roses and sending them to the floor with a crash and a splash. I paid the mess no heed in my haste.

The bottle beside her twin bed also rattled. It also contained at least a dozen pills. Again, a fresh insight quickly ended my confusion. She’d used my stash.

I dashed back to our room, splashing through the spilled rose water only to find that my prescription bottle was also far from empty. This time, I enjoyed no saving insight. I began shaking and continued shaking until a glimmer of hope broke free and refocused my attention.

I dropped back onto the bed and leaned in to put my ear to Tanya’s chest. It was cool and still. But was it deathly cool? Deathly still? Or was a spark burning deep inside?

Still clinging to hope, I started undoing her night shirt to make an even closer inspection but stopped after the first button. It felt creepy. If she was still in there, she needed professional help. Rather than continuing, I reached for my phone.

The sniper’s second round struck as I glanced back at my wife after dialing 911. That bullet hit my brain. I could not believe the sight my eyes were registering, but I couldn’t deny it either.

Among the core job requirements for Federal Air Marshals are advanced observation skills and expertise in close-quarters combat. Thanks to that training, I knew with no small degree of certainty exactly what had killed my wife—even if I couldn’t believe it. Even though that conclusion implied that my life had effectively ended with hers.

I immediately hung up the phone and powered it off. Hopefully the emergency call had not connected. If it had, well, I’d deal with that when the police came knocking.

This time of day, a response probably wouldn’t take long. While the dreaded Bay Area commute was already well under way by the time the sun was rising, dawn was traditionally a slow time for crime.

I took one deep breath and then another before moving to make absolutely certain that I was reading things right. I leaned over my wife’s body, swept her long hair aside, and spread the lapels of her flannel nightshirt.

I had not been mistaken.

While a layman might not even notice the marks, to my trained eye the subtle pattern screamed a terrible tale. Tanya had not overdosed on sleeping pills. My wife had been strangled in her sleep.













Chapter 6

Bad Conclusion




CHOKING TECHNIQUES are no longer taught to Federal Air Marshals or other law enforcement officers. A few high-profile incidents and expensive lawsuits made that training untenable. But I entered the FAMs during a different era. I joined back in 2001 when the ranks surged from 30 agents to 600 in the wake of 9/11.

The World Trade Center was still a smoldering pile of rubble at the time, and the focus of law enforcement was more whatever it takes than cover your ass. On top of that, everyone in my class was eager to share cool combat techniques with their peers over beers.

Most of the good stuff came from the military guys, the soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines who trained to survive the kind of close-quarters combat situations we anticipated aboard hijacked planes.

Among the most practical and dangerous of those was the cross-collar choke, which executes exactly as advertised. Basically, you cross your arms in front of you, making an X near the wrists, before grabbing the collars of your enemy’s shirt as far back as you can. Then you bend your elbows, pulling your assailant toward you or you toward them while rolling your knuckles into the sides of their neck. This compresses the veins and arteries beneath, blocking blood flow to and from the brain.

Trapping blood in the brain is the cause of death in most chokings. That’s because it’s much easier to compress the jugular veins taking blood out than the carotid arteries bringing it in. Either way, restricting blood-in or blood-out, the brain still loses its supply of oxygen.

The cross-collar choke is especially dangerous because of the speed with which it works. It renders the victim unconscious in about five seconds and kills them in thirty to forty. It’s also a notably versatile move because size and strength don’t matter. If David masters the technique, he can take down Goliath before the giant realizes what’s happening.

The roundish, knuckle-inflicted bruises on the sides of Tanya’s neck were faint but clear enough if you knew what you were looking for. The line on the back of her neck where the collar of her nightshirt completed the circle was more pronounced.

Staring at the faint forensic evidence, preposterous and chilling though it was, I was virtually certain what had ended my wife’s life. I just couldn’t fathom how it had happened.

You can’t choke yourself to death. Into unconsciousness, sure, but not to death. Setting aside some far-flung series of improbable events coinciding in time, a third party had done the deed. But how could an intruder have strangled my wife while I slept at her side?

I began brainstorming with the frantic panic of a man ascending the gallows. How had I slept through Tanya’s strangulation? I hadn’t taken a sleeping pill. Hadn’t needed one. I’d zonked out almost immediately after we’d finished. Wiped but blissful.

And how had the killer gotten into our house? Wait, was he still here?

I froze and listened.

I heard nothing.

I sensed no one.

Surely, had the killer still been there, he’d have left during my mammoth meltdown.

Still, I reached for my sidearm. My fingerprint immediately released the lid from the safe bolted to the side of my nightstand, but as it popped, another thought stilled my hand. I didn’t grab the gun. In fact, I momentarily froze everything, not even breathing until the thought ran its course.

I pulled my index finger back and then, very gingerly, held my fist up before the spots on Tanya’s neck. The sight sparked another jolt deep inside my spine. The round splotches lined up with my knuckles, perfectly, on both hands.

The bruises weren’t conclusive. Knuckle bones are nowhere near as unique as fingerprints, and the tissue discoloration was far from crisp, but the size matched, and the spacing matched. Conclusion: the killer was roughly my size. Or at least his hands were.

Thank goodness I hadn’t pressed my knuckles to her skin.

Could coroners lift knuckle prints from neck skin? I didn’t know, but I suspected they could—if the killer hadn’t worn gloves. What were the odds of that? Pretty darn low I guessed.

As a Federal Air Marshal, I carried a gun and badge and ultimately reported into the Department of Homeland Security. I’d learned a lot about law enforcement during my decades of service. Everything from investigative techniques to procedural protocols and report writing.

I’m familiar with how cops tend to think, how lawyers tend to work, and how judges tend to act. Everyone is different, of course, but experience told me one thing was rock-solid guaranteed. I was screwed.

If a wife dies under suspicious circumstances, the husband is suspect one, suspect two, and suspect three. Throw in the facts that I had training in the technique used to end her life, Tanya was contemplating filing for divorce, and we were together when she died, and no detective would bother searching for suspect four.

The facts that I still loved my wife, that I was fighting with everything I had to save our marriage, and that I had no history of domestic violence wouldn’t matter. It was an odds game, and I was the easy bet even before considering the opportunity, means, motive, and matching knuckle prints.

I would immediately be arrested for homicide. That was virtually guaranteed. I might get bail, but probably would not, and either way it wouldn’t be quick. The Bay Area’s courts were even more backed up than its rush-hour highways.

While I was in jail, the killer would be receding into the mist. Nobody would be looking for him. The detectives would have their guy. They’d move on, as would the district attorney, happy with the easy win and proud of the press-worthy accomplishment. Reporters would shovel dirt upon my living corpse and strangers would curse my name.

My instinct had correctly assessed the impact of that second bullet. My life was over. My children were about to be orphaned. And I had no idea why.

My mind froze on those cold, clear crystals of truth until a pounding sound snapped me back into action mode. The front door. The police had arrived.











Chapter 7

Tough Questions




I’M GOOD at maintaining a neutral expression regardless of the circumstances. Blending in, keeping things calm, and appearing impartial were important aspects of my profession. But as the police pounded on my front door, my emotions were charged like never before. I was stricken by grief over the death of my wife, shocked that she’d been murdered, afraid that I was about to be wrongfully imprisoned, and terrified for my children.

How could I possibly convince the officers at my door that nothing was amiss? How could I keep them from finding Tanya’s strangled body and arresting me on the spot? From sending me down the greasy slide that would land me behind bars for the rest of my life and effectively orphan my beautiful girls?

These were not rhetorical questions. Nor did I have time to explore them. Fortunately, as a person with combat experience, I knew what to do. I would draw on a tactic as old as fear itself. One battle tested and genetically perfected over thousands of years.

How did commanders convince soldiers to scale castle walls despite the onslaught of flaming arrows and boiling oil? They did it by switching the soldiers’ focus from the environment to an action, the simple act of climbing hand over hand.

This seemingly impossible shift was accomplished through relentless, repetitive, stressful training. The pressure shrank the scene down to nothing but battle mechanics, which they drilled until actions became instincts executed on command.

Then and there, I resolved to treat the next few hours like I was storming a castle. I vowed to squash all thoughts of home and hearth. I refused to allow the disastrous situation to distract me from the raging battle I simply had to win. To save my children and honor my wife, I would temporarily forget them.

Shouts of “Police” began to accompany the knocking. As I yelled “Coming!” from the second-floor landing, I noted that the front door was unlocked. That answered one big question.

I corralled that conclusion with all the others, then walled everything off, brick by brick, while descending stair by stair. By the time I reached the front door, my body was behaving like it was just another hectic morning.

Two patrol officers braced in strategic stances greeted me as I answered their knock in my bathrobe. “Sorry, guys. My phone’s screen froze, and I triggered the emergency call feature while attempting to power it off. I’d hoped the power-down completed before the call connected.”

“So there’s no emergency?” the closer officer asked.

“Nothing that a software update shouldn’t fix. Sorry for the hassle.”

“Your name?”

“Felix Sparks.”

“This is your house?”

“It is.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“A bit jetlagged. A lot actually. I’m a Federal Air Marshal, and that goes with the job.”

The officer relaxed a bit. “You work out of SFO?”

“Yup.”

“Who’s the SAC these days?”

“It’s still Hernandez.”

The officer nodded and turned to his partner.

“Is there anyone else home?”

“Wife’s upstairs.” I motioned with my head, then made the sleeping gesture. “I need to get back to bed myself. Heading to Frankfurt later today and I’m still dragging from a Tokyo trip.”

“You have a nice flight.”

I nodded and shut the door.

I stood there for a long moment with my hand on the knob and my eyes clamped shut, sucking in deep breaths of relief. The fierce fangs of an unjust fate remained at bay. I was still free.

I’d seen enough of the justice system to know that its teeth were cold, hard, and mechanical. Once I was tossed into that maw, my mettle wouldn’t matter. I’d be chewed up and spat out into a concrete box. My life of law enforcement service might get me the occasional nod, but I’d still be stuck in the belly of a heartless beast.

And my kids would effectively be orphaned.

How was I going to avoid that outcome?

The way I figured it while standing at the door in my bathrobe on that fateful July morning, there was only one way to avoid being eaten alive. I had to stay off the plate. I couldn’t let the police serve me up to the district attorney.

What were my options? A dash for the Mexican border was the obvious choice for a Californian, but that was unthinkable because of the kids. Our girls. Our poor girls. Stop it, Felix. Focus on climbing the wall.

I forced my mind back onto the narrow track of immediate needs but continued talking to myself. “You can’t stay. You can’t run. What’s left?” Logically, there appeared to be no solution.

After a few seconds of frustration, the Kobayashi Maru leapt to mind. The famous Star Trek test presented Star Fleet cadets with a life-and-death scenario for which there was no solution. The only way to beat it was to alter it by thinking creatively and acting boldly.

How could I Kobayashi Maru my situation? What alteration would keep me out of prison? I puzzled on that while I quickly showered, shaved, and dressed.

I’d lost my ability to stage being elsewhere when I answered the door for the police, so I couldn’t alter that reality. My means, motive, and opportunity were pretty much locked in. That left altering Tanya’s situation.

Moving my wife elsewhere wasn’t a viable option. Forensic science was too good for that ruse. Plus, I’d just told the police she was sleeping upstairs.

A workable idea struck as I was tying my shoes. Suppose my wife wasn’t dead? Suppose she was just missing? What would happen then?

That twist would almost certainly delay my arrest. Tanya’s disappearance wouldn’t truly fool the cops, but it would force them to work for my arrest. The length of the delay would depend on a combination of the D.A.’s mood and how well Tanya’s body was hidden.

“What would that accomplish, beyond an unpredictable delay and additional charges?” I asked myself.

“It would give you time to find her killer,” my inner Captain Kirk replied. “Right now, absolutely everything points to you, and nothing points to anyone else. It’s game over. Other than running for the border, the only way you’ll avoid years in prison is by identifying the real killer.”

Try as I might, I couldn’t beat that simple conclusion. The injustice and unfairness were maddening. The wrong man would go to prison if I did the right thing. Calling the police would amount to both inviting a wrongful conviction and letting the real killer go free.

Oddly enough, I knew where to stash Tanya’s body.

During a housing boom decades past, a new development had been planned in the hills above our house. They’d graded an access road, flattened some land, and buried sewer pipe before the project was killed by the crash of 2008.

Those abandoned sewer pipes offered a solid, short-term option. They were wide enough to low crawl through. I could stash her there, a hundred feet or more from the nearest opening. Zip her up in a thick sleeping bag to capture and filter the smell, then hope the foxes and coyotes wouldn’t chew through.

The access road was blocked off with pylons and fencing, so I’d have to hike the hill with her body. It was too light to do that now. The morning walkers and joggers would see me. I’d have to hide her body at home today, then lug it up after dark.

Grandma Vera would keep the kids if I asked. That would be tricky, but I’d figure something out. Maybe a text from Tanya herself?

That should work, I reasoned. A missing persons report wouldn’t get any traction before three days had passed. Not for a healthy adult. Meanwhile, I’d dispose of her car. Park it somewhere distant with different plates.

I’d probably need to douse some pillows with gasoline to mask the scent, in case the police brought in dogs. Maybe sprinkle the pipe with pepper as well. That should keep both canines and felines away.

My brain snagged on that image, and I paused there for a reality check. Was I seriously considering concealing my wife’s corpse? Could I then pretend to go about life as usual while simultaneously searching for her killer?

Did I have a choice? Was there any other way to avoid orphaning our kids? If she were here, that would be Tanya’s priority. “Do whatever it takes!” she’d tell me.

Still, I balked.

If I hid Tanya’s body, I’d be guilty of multiple offenses. Desecrating a body and concealing a crime for starters. I might still get off if I identified the real killer and handed the district attorney an easy conviction, but that wasn’t guaranteed by any means. And by committing those crimes I’d lose the moral high ground, both in the district attorney’s eyes, and in my own.

Still, what choice did I have? How else could I keep our kids from losing both their parents?

Not truly believing or fully comprehending what I was about to do, I headed for the storage space above the garage. That was where we kept the sleeping bags.











Chapter 8

Radical Response




THE SLEEPING BAG I SELECTED was about the same age as Tanya. I’d used it as a boy. It was brown canvas on the outside, red flannel on the inside, and stuffed with soft, thick batting.

Seeing that symbol of my adventurous youth laid out on the white duvet beside my wife’s body conjured up all kinds of clashing emotions. Happy childhood memories of scouting trips and backyard sleepovers became tainted by the calamitous end of my marriage and the premature death of the love of my life.

I tried to calm myself by running my hand along the familiar fabric but ended up on my knees instead. I wanted to hug and hold my wife. I wanted to stroke her hair and kiss her lips. But even in my hysteria, I knew that would be a form of suicide. I settled for holding her hand and crying into the bedding beneath her hair.

Tanya and I had endured a rough year. We’d both said and done some regrettable things as suppressed anxieties and stifled fears slipped through the fissures of our frustrations. But I’d never given up. Not on hope. Not on desire. Not on her nor us.

I’d tried everything I could think of to help my wife regain her mental health. But as everyone who has ever attempted to help a loved one overcome a serious disorder is painfully aware, there’s precious little that can be done. We’d consulted physicians and therapists. We’d tried traditional medications and homeopathic cures. Nothing had relieved her condition.

Despite all that, I’d always been certain that she would make it to the other side, either because her condition would naturally fade out the same way it had faded in, or because she would finally find a firm grasp on reality despite the chemical imbalance that was tilting her brain. Now I knew the promised day would never come. That knowledge left a big sucking hole in the center of my soul.

A tragic insight struck as I stood there staring at the impossible present and an unimaginable future. It occurred to me that among the defining characteristics of youth was an underlying belief that “you could always get to things later.” The hobby, the trip, the apology, the words I love you. Staring at the corpse that had forever been my future, I took my errant conviction for what it was: an omnipresent illusion. Assuming that you’d “always have time” was a naive and optimistic dream, one that typically shattered only after a person woke to find that later had silently slipped from in front to behind.

My tears started streaming anew as I pulled the brass zipper all the way around the vintage sleeping bag, opening it up to receive my wife. The waterworks didn’t stop as I positioned myself to gently lift her onto it. But I did.

I couldn’t do it.

I wouldn’t do it.

There had to be another way to keep my kids from becoming orphans! A legal path. A route to freedom for me and justice for Tanya and salvation for our girls.

I considered calling my attorney for advice. He was a good guy and practically a friend. But Kent Tierney specialized in family law, like my wife. Asking your divorce attorney for help on a criminal case would be like asking a podiatrist to perform your vasectomy. He’d be better than the butcher, but you really wanted a specialist for the sensitive stuff.

I rerolled the sleeping bag, but rather than return it to the storage space, I placed it in the trunk of my Jeep Cherokee. Then I went on packing as I would for a camping trip. A working camping trip.

If I wanted to avoid committing the greater offense of desecrating a corpse to conceal a crime, I would have to commit the lesser offense of leaving a murder scene. I didn’t have a fully formulated plan, but the clock was ticking, and my options were limited.

I had to keep moving, keep working, keep engaged with the mission at hand. Whenever I paused to think, the image of my girls flooded into the void and the miserable look on their beautiful faces threatened to stop my heart.

As uncertain as my future was, one aspect was perfectly clear. I was going to be ripped from my daughters’ lives precisely when they needed me most. Both halves of my broken heart were cracking beneath the weight of that inescapable fact. From the very center of my soul, I felt compelled to rush to grandma’s house, scoop the girls up in my arms, and never let go. But I knew that indulgence would be fatal. It would ruin what was left of their youth. As much as it killed me, I could not be the one to comfort Kira and Eva today.

The best I could do was attempt to protect them.

To do that, I had to retain a military mindset and forget them for a while.

I had to force their long brown hair and soft green eyes to the back of my mind. For their sakes, I had to delay the grieving process and put off the consoling hugs and focus on nothing but two mission-critical priorities.

Mission one: avoid arrest.

Mission two: identify Tanya’s killer.

Avoiding arrest meant going off the grid electronically and not being identified physically. It meant eating, sleeping, and moving without attracting the attention of law enforcement.

Identifying Tanya’s killer meant investigating the life she’d lived outside our home. The clue to his identity would be there. It simply had to be. People did not murder random strangers by strangling them in bed beside their sleeping spouses. Whoever killed Tanya had known her. He’d either feared her or he’d hated her, or both.

Tanya was not a disagreeable person. To the contrary, she was charismatic, caring, and charming. She was a loving and beloved mother and a cherished, thoughtful wife. But those were her domestic personas.

Outside our home, Tanya had a reputation as a talented divorce attorney. Since divorce was a high-stakes, zero-sum battle, when she won, somebody else lost. In other words, my wife pissed off people for a living. Mostly middle-aged husbands who were already frustrated, often angry, and frequently desperate.

To find the client whose spouse had acted on his anger, I’d have to work from the shadows. Disappearing wouldn’t be difficult. Not for me. I had plenty of relevant knowledge and related training. The trick would be remaining invisible while investigating.

That would be doubly tough, given that I had to stay local and visit the same places as the detectives who’d be chasing me. Plus, I had to interrogate the same people they’d be interviewing. The situation was calling for some major creativity.

The mental breakthrough I’d been craving struck while I was picturing the police interviews. It crystallized my plan and defined my next moves. The instant that it hit, I knew what I would do with my wife’s body, with the police, and with the coming weeks of my life.

But first, I had to complete the crucial task at hand. After stashing the sleeping bag in the trunk, I disabled my Jeep’s GPS transmitter by locating and pulling the fuse for the entertainment system. Then I stashed my toll pass inside my garage.

Confident that I’d ensured that my car could no longer be tracked, I went to work writing the most important letter of my life. I printed it out on a single piece of paper using the largest font that would fit on the page.

Satisfied with what I’d written but far from certain that my words would work, I signed the bottom with a shaking hand. Then I took the letter upstairs and set it on the bed beside Tanya’s body.

I moved her vanity stool to the foot of the bed and set it amidst the scattering of spilled roses. Standing on it with my phone raised high, I got the right angle, but my hands were shaking too much to make the letter legible in the first four photographs. After a minute of deep breathing with my hands on my knees, I snapped an acceptable fifth picture. I zoomed in and read my words aloud as a final check while attempting to think like both a cop and a lawyer.

“I woke up at sunrise this morning and found my wife dead in bed beside me. I thought she’d overdosed on sleeping pills, but as I called 911 my eyes fell on her throat where I recognized signs of strangulation. The implications caused me to immediately end the call.

“To confirm my diagnosis, I checked her pill bottles and my own. Neither had been emptied out overnight.

“I did NOT strangle my wife. In fact, we had just enjoyed our best evening in months. We even made love. But looking at the circumstantial evidence and knowing what I know about law enforcement as a Federal Air Marshal, I concluded that my arrest and wrongful conviction based on the preponderance of circumstantial evidence was very likely. That tragic miscarriage of justice would both create a great hardship for my family and allow Tanya’s real killer to go free.

“Given the crazy circumstances, I believe that the best and perhaps only chance I have to avoid a wrongful conviction and see Tanya’s killer brought to justice is for me to find him myself. Before you condemn me, tell me that’s not true. Tell me that you, detective, and you, district attorney, would not do the same thing if you woke up and found yourself in my situation. Felix Sparks”

Knowing that what I was about to do was somehow simultaneously outrageous and yet logical, criminal and yet in the best interests of justice, I emailed my attorney the photo along with a request to forward it to the RIGHT detective. I used the header “Don’t open this message until noon.”

With the die cast and the rest of my life now riding on my ability to solve a skillful murder, I made one more circuit of my home, grabbing Tanya’s laptop and phone while attempting to remember other crucial items I’d previously forgotten. Then, burdened by a heavy load and a heavier heart, I kissed my wife goodbye.











Chapter 9

Climbing the Ladder




THE FIRST RUNG on the rescue ladder I’d cobbled together took me to the sprawling River Woods condominium community located beside a golf course just two miles from my home. I happened to know the gate code used by realtors, so access wasn’t an issue.

Once inside the sprawling hillside complex, I cruised around a bit before backing into an empty spot between two of the many quaint condo buildings. I quickly removed both my Jeep’s license plates with an electric screwdriver and concealed them in a grocery bag. Then I set off searching for a vehicle with a plate number similar to my own.

California automobile plates are issued sequentially according to the pattern #XXX###, so most cars less than two years old have license plates starting with 9. I needed an 8, which was probably the most common first number of all.

The five-space parking nook between the fourth and fifth buildings housed a white Camry that caught my eye. Its plate began with 8FRB and ended in 1. Mine began with an equally unmemorable 8HFR and also ended in 1. I further noted that the Camry didn’t have a toll pass on the windshield, meaning the owner probably didn’t have a commute that involved tolls. That lowered the odds that its license plate would be scanned on a regular basis.

Happy with that picture and knowing that people pick up on tension more than action, I made the swap with bold nonchalance. My plan was to return to River Woods and reverse the switch before the owner noticed, although I spared myself the anguish of estimating the odds that would ever happen.

From the condo complex, I drove straight to a nearby Walmart. My shopping list included a large supply of prepaid phones, two cases of glossy white spray paint, painter’s tape, window-tinting film, food, water, and cheap baggy clothes. I desperately wanted to put my purchases on a credit card, conserving precious cash, but knew it would be foolish to leave the police a blueprint of my getaway plan.

After Walmart, the next stop on my path to freedom was a self-service car wash on the outskirts of town. One of those places where you rushed around with a spray wand attempting to get your car thoroughly cleaned before the timer ran out and more cash was required.

I parked in the least visible bay, then changed into my new cheap, baggy clothes. They looked like nothing else in my wardrobe, and therefore would help disguise me from acquaintances.

After giving the Jeep a good washing and a towel drying, I went to work masking glass and chrome with painter’s tape and pieces of plastic cut from trash bags. Once the only exposed parts were the silver panels, I started in with the white spray paint.

While the first coats were drying, I set about tinting the windows to make it difficult to see inside. This was technically illegal, but common enough that I figured the risk was worth it. No cop would pull me over for that alone, and if I got stopped for something else, I’d be screwed anyway.

Once my silver Jeep was glossy white and its windows were dark, I changed back into normal clothes and headed for my bank. Going there was a predictable move, and banks were the perfect place to set a trap, but I had to risk it. Without cashing out the $30,000 in our savings account, I wouldn’t have the resources to stay off the grid while investigating Tanya’s murder. Then I’d be forced into the ultra-precarious position of living a life of crime while already on the run for murder.

I pegged my odds of capture inside the bank at one percent. A one percent risk was acceptable, although infinitely worse than zero percent. Then again, how many one percent risks would I be forced to take in the coming weeks? Ten? A hundred? A thousand?

One conclusion was inescapable. I had to solve Tanya’s murder quickly.

The tsunami struck me while I was waiting for the bank to open. A swift and overwhelming deluge of emotional overload. One second, I was standing by the door, the next I was on the sidewalk with my head between my knees, sobbing uncontrollably.

At some point, a voice broke through the torrent, striking me like a tossed lifeline. “Do you need an ambulance? Shall I call nine-one-one?”

I raised my head to see the man who’d been behind me in line. He was now crouching down just inches from my face.

As I tried to calm myself enough to answer, the bank’s door opened, and a woman poked her head out. “Is everything okay? Do you need help?”

I looked over my shoulder and recognized a teller, but I couldn’t recall her name.

She did better. “Come inside and have a seat, Mr. Sparks.”











Chapter 10

Big Numbers




I RAISED MY HANDS, fingers splayed wide, and addressed the friendly bystander and concerned banker. “I’ll be fine. I, um, well, business hasn’t gone as expected. I’m probably going to have to make some moves I’d never anticipated. Waiting here, reflecting on everything, it just got to me, you know.” I rose to my feet and met each of their eyes in turn. “Sorry if I’ve disturbed you. Thank you for your kindness, but I’ll be better off out here with the fresh air.” I forced a smile and gestured for the man to go in. “Please.”

He nodded and complied. The familiar teller gave me a concerned smile and also disappeared inside.

I left for a different branch of my bank.

While driving, I diagnosed what had happened. When I’d abruptly stopped moving to wait for the bank to open, the emotional baggage I’d been hauling came crashing forward like a ton of tomatoes.

I’d gotten lucky when the dangerous situation my meltdown created propelled me back onto my feet just as quickly. Clearly, I had to keep moving, keep focused, especially in these early hours and particularly when I was exposed.

Lesson learned.

The other bank branch was open when I arrived, but it was already busy. That meant a wait, a loss of momentum. I clearly couldn’t afford another of those. Not in a busy bank.

But I had to get the cash. The risk of going without it was even greater than the risk of withdrawing it. How could I minimize that risk?

That answer was obvious. I had to keep moving while I was in line, mentally if not physically. I needed an absorbing task.

It only took a moment to think of one. I grabbed Tanya’s phone and hopped in line.

I’m no math whiz, but it doesn’t take one of those to figure out that a six-digit iPhone passcode has a million possible combinations. Clearly, I wasn’t going to unlock Tanya’s with brute force.

Before making my first attempt, I used the browser on my phone to research the security features I was facing. Apple would give me six attempts before beginning to lock the phone for increasing amounts of time. After ten misses, the lockout would become permanent, and Tanya’s phone would have to be restored from a computer. That would require her Apple ID and its password.

As I contemplated the avenues and options for unlocking my wife’s phone and computer, I was called to the counter. Five minutes later, I walked out of the bank with $30,000 in $100 bills and the sad realization that the withdrawal might have been the last normal act I’d ever conduct as Felix Sparks.

I locked the cash in my car’s glovebox, then drove to McDonalds. Once parked, I grabbed my backpack and hit the restroom before approaching the counter.

At home, every few weeks or so, I’d run electric clippers over my chest in a modest effort to make the jungle more of a garden. At McDonalds, I used the clippers to shave my head. I took everything off, everything but some stubble I’d finish off later with a razor.

Satisfied with my new hairstyle, I locked myself in a stall and changed back into my new paint-smudged baggy clothes. Then I moved back to the mirror and topped off the transformation with a broad-rimmed baseball cap.

The overall effect was startling. Despite my distinctive 6’4” height, nobody who knew me would recognize me in passing. Once I pierced my ears and plugged them with a couple of diamond studs, grew out some facial hair, and donned glasses, I’d be able to sit beside an old friend without triggering recognition.

At the counter, I ordered two Egg McMuffins, juice, and a large coffee. I nearly lost it again when the new meaning of “to go” hit me. My throat constricted and my chest began to vibrate. How had my life come to this? God, I missed my wife and my girls. I longed for the family we had, troubles and all.

“Sir, your food.”

The cashier’s voice snapped me back before I lost control. I nodded and took the bag without a word. On the way to the car, I promised myself that would be the last time I’d choke. I couldn’t afford sentimentality. My kids were counting on me. And Tanya’s killer was out there.

I forced my mindset back into military mode, then wolfed down the first sandwich while driving to the big mall near the intersection of I-580 and I-680. That was the location I’d picked for the final call from the iPhone registered in my name. A call that was going to be the most traumatic of my life.

After parking in an isolated spot, I allowed myself a mere two minutes to rehearse. Once the words were prepared, I pulled out my phone, took three calming breaths, and pressed the second of my stored favorite numbers.











Chapter 11

The Call




LOVE, our long personal history, and Tanya’s mental illness aside, I fought with everything I had to save our marriage for two very special reasons: fifteen-year-old Kira and eleven-year-old Eva. I didn’t want our wonderful daughters growing up in a broken home if a happy home remained an option.

Fortunately, I had an important ally who shared that goal: Tanya’s mother. While I had no doubts that Vera Antonova would side with her daughter once divorce became inevitable, until that time, I trusted my mother-in-law to help me save the marriage for the sake of her granddaughters. I just wasn’t sure how she’d do it.

Grandma Vera was a bit of an odd bird, at least by American standards. Or perhaps cold was a better description. Then again, I’d heard it was common to stifle your emotions in communist Russia because attracting attention could be dangerous. Apparently, Stalin liked everyone serious.

As far as I could tell, Vera Antonova had always been serious. She’d earned a law degree from the Soviet Union’s top university and had gone on to enjoy a prosperous legal career while raising Tanya as a single mother in Moscow.

Despite that success and much to my relief, Grandma Vera gave up the law and relocated to California when Kira was born. She’d lived with us and cared for the kids for nearly fifteen years while Tanya built her own legal career and I worked for Uncle Sam while trying to break out as an author.

Unfortunately, not all was copacetic. Before my wife began blaming me for her anxiety, she blamed her mother. Vera was fighting an uphill battle in that regard. A childhood case of polio had left her facial muscles partially paralyzed, a condition for which she was constantly apologizing. Her lack of expression didn’t bother me, but then I felt no instinctive need for signs of her love or approval.

Grandma was also more the tough-love type than touchy-feely. She probably criticized her daughter more than she complimented her and was much quicker with advice than empathy, but her actions were all supportive.

About a year ago, Tanya had attempted to relieve her anxiety by getting Vera her own place. That failed, and Vera was once again spending more time with Kira and Eva than either Tanya or I, albeit with a commute.

Thanks to Vera, I knew the girls would be okay while I was away—however long that might be. But that luxury came with a toll I was now forced to pay. I had to be the one who informed Vera that her only child had been murdered.

“Allo.”

“Vera, it’s me. Are the girls with you?”

“Of course.”

“I mean in the same room?”

“No. They’re in my room watching cartoons. What is it, Felix? You sound upset.”

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. “Tanya passed away last night.”

“What did you say?”

“Tanya died in her sleep. I’m sorry. So sorry.”

“I don’t understand. Are you saying my daughter is dead? Why are you telling me this lie?”

“I’m sorry. So sorry.”

“That’s not possible.”

“I know. But she is. I’m sorry.”

“No! No! No! Oh my god, no! How can that be? It’s not possible. Was it those pills?”

“I’m afraid there’s more.”

“More? What more? Why are you telling me this on the phone, Felix? Why aren’t you here? Wait, are you expecting me to tell the girls? Is that why you called?”

I did my best to remain calm and press on. “I wish I could be there to tell them. To hug them and hold them and … and tell them how much I love them.” My throat froze up and I couldn’t go on. I’d managed to stay strong while it mattered most, but now…

“Felix. Are you there, Felix?”

Kira and Eva had just lost their mother—forever. What they needed more than anything, more than hugs and back rubs and sweet whispered words, was the knowledge that their father would always be by their side. As tempting as it was to offer them a day with me now, it would not offset the loss of the next fifteen years to life.

And Vera was there to plug the gap. The grandmother they knew and loved.

“…you hear me? Felix, are you there!” Vera’s words broke through my fog.

I tried to reply but my voice cracked. I took a deep breath followed by a long swallow of water. “It’s going to take me a while to sort this all out. You’re going to have to take care of the girls while I’m gone.”

“Gone? Felix, you can’t leave. What are you talking about? How could you even consider leaving your girls when they need you most? No! You must stay. I insist!”

“I would if I could, Vera. But I can’t. Trust me, in time you’ll understand. Meanwhile, you have Tanya’s credit card to cover whatever you need. For now, just comfort the girls and wait for the police.” I hung up before she could respond. A million thoughts were left unsaid and yet there was nothing left to add. Not right then. Grandma Vera had more than enough to process.

So did I. I had to figure out who killed Tanya and then I had to catch them—before the police caught me.











 Chapter 12

One Leap or Two?




PLEASANTON, CALIFORNIA, which sits in the East Bay section of the San Francisco Bay Area, is exactly as advertised: a very pleasant town. It’s one of five contiguous cities in the 360,000-person Tri-Valley region, which also includes Danville, Dublin, Livermore, and San Ramon. Although a 45-minute BART ride will get me from Pleasanton to central San Francisco, the environment is very different from the big city’s. Rather than cold summers, winding streets, and landmark buildings, the Tri-Valley area is known for its Mediterranean climate, wonderful wineries, and great schools.

Given the geography and demographics, I’d have no trouble vanishing into the crowd. With my disguise, I’d be virtually invisible—right up to the point where I began knocking on the doors of people who knew my wife.

Interviewing people without running into the police was going to be the trick. The first time a detective heard “Felix was just here” would be the last time I’d be able to approach any of Tanya’s clients, colleagues, or friends without walking into a trap. Therefore, I had to act fast. I had to get out in front of the police, even while they were hot on my trail.

But first, I needed to call my lawyer.

If and when I ended up in custody, I’d switch over to a criminal attorney recommended by Kent. Meanwhile, I’d stick with the guy I considered my friend. My very well-paid friend.

That thought reminded me of another major issue. If I ended up going to trial for murder, a criminal attorney would likely insist on a huge retainer. Under normal circumstances, I’d take out a second mortgage if I were hit with a six-figure bill. But no bank would give a murder suspect a mortgage that relied on future earnings.

Likewise, if Tanya had died of natural causes, I’d inherit a chunk of the law firm where she was a partner. But the Slayer Rule would keep all inheritance money out of my reach until I was cleared in her death. Bottom line: if I went to trial, I’d have to either go with the public defender or sell my daughters’ home.

Unless I could convince Vera to sell her condo.

Now there was an idea! Vera’s place was a modest one-bedroom, one-bath unit in a large new complex in Dublin. It was probably worth about half a million, thanks to our crazy real estate market.

The more I pondered the idea, the more I became convinced that my mother-in-law might go for it. She hadn’t been thrilled about moving out and might welcome the chance to move back in. Plus, she’d gain a good degree of financial independence with the leftover cash.

Then again, with Tanya gone under very suspicious circumstances, Vera might not be comfortable living under my roof. She was hard to read. Hopefully, I’d never have to ask.

I called Kent from one of the disposable phones I’d purchased at Walmart. Attorney-client conferences were confidential, but I didn’t want to tempt fate or put Kent in an awkward place.

“Tierney Law Offices, how may I help you?”

“Hi, Martha, I’m one of Kent’s clients calling with urgent business.”

“Let me see if he’s available. What’s your name?”

“Michael Porter,” I said, giving the name of the friend who’d recommended Kent to me.

The wait was short. The answering voice friendly. My lawyer had charm to spare and a full head of thick salt-and-pepper hair. I’d have hated him if I didn’t like him so much. “Hey, Michael.”

“Kent, it’s Felix.”

“Sorry, Felix. Martha said it was Michael.”

“Did you see my email.”

“No.” Kent dragged out the o while his keyboard tapped in the background. “The one titled Don’t open this message until noon?”

“Yes. Go ahead and read it now.”

Kent’s reaction was fast and definitive, as good attorneys’ tended to be. “Holy shit. I mean ho-ly shit. I’m speechless. And so sorry for your loss.”

“You and me both, my friend.”

“I see you’re not calling on your cell.”

“No, it’s a burner phone. Figured you might want the flexibility that provides.”

“Our conversations are protected, as is the fact that we’re having them. But better safe than sorry.”

“Any chance the cops will bug your phone going forward, given the circumstances?”

“Tapping an attorney’s phone would be a huge deal but do whatever makes you feel safe. Felix, I’m so sorry. I know you loved her. I know you wanted to save the marriage.”

“Thank you. What do you think of my strategy?”

Kent paused to consider his words, as lawyers were wise to do. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned about the justice system, it’s that it has very little to do with justice and a whole lot to do with a system. Getting into the system is very quick. Getting out of the system is very slow. I think you were wise to stay out of its grasp. I also think you’re screwed if you don’t find someone else to feed it.”

“Will you represent me for now?”

“At this stage, I’ll be happy to. If and when you’re charged, you’ll want and need a criminal attorney to negotiate a plea with the D.A. or represent you in court. I know a couple of guys I can recommend if it comes to that.”

“Thank you.”

“What about now? You want me to follow the instructions in your email and contact the police at noon?”

“Yes. Do you know a reasonable detective in the Pleasanton PD?”

“No. But I know who to ask. How about you? Do you think you know who killed Tanya?”

“I have a list of suspects.”

“Good. Tell me about them. I want to be able to point the police elsewhere. Who’s your best suspect.”

“I have three. The first is her lover.”

“Whoa. That’s good. Who is he?”

“I don’t know.”

“But you know she was having an affair?”

“I know she worked late and came home with her hair smelling funny.”

“Funny how? Like sex?”

“Like she used another man’s shampoo—after sex.”

“So you have a smell and a suspicion but no actual suspect. That sum it up?”

“Afraid so.”

“Okay,” Kent said, his tone ambivalent. “We’ll put that lead into the work-in-process column. Who’s your next best suspect?”

“It’s more of a category than a specific individual, but one you can relate to. I figure there’s a decent chance that the spouse of one of Tanya’s clients killed her for revenge knowing he’d get away with it because I’d be convicted. Some guy who Tanya either took to the cleaners financially or screwed on child custody.”

Kent chuffed. “Interesting idea. The American Bar Association recently reported that federal judges receive over two thousand threats per year, eighty percent of which are related to past cases where the party felt wronged. That’s an average of around six per day. I’ve also read that forty percent of lawyers have reported being threatened or assaulted at least once.”

“Excellent!”

“Yeah, that’s not bad. But we’re going to need to get specific. Do you have any specific clients in mind?”

“Tanya would often talk about her victories and her clients, and she’d walk me through trial highlights, but now that I think about it she didn’t use names. It was always ‘my client’ or ‘the husband’ not ‘Mr. Smith.’”

“That’s all right. We can pressure the police to investigate Tanya’s clients. If her colleagues play ball, they can probably point the detective in the right direction.”

“Do you think they will?”

“Hard to say. They could fight it, but most attorneys I know would want to keep on the good side of the D.A. And given that the basics of family law cases are public record, there’s no privilege involved in providing a list of Tanya’s clients. If I were them, and the detective promised to be discreet, I’d point the cops in the direction of parties who rightly expressed extreme dissatisfaction.”

“Excellent. You think that will bear fruit?”

“There’s no telling. Depends on how lazy the cops are and how cooperative Tanya’s colleagues are.”

“Understood.”

“You said you had three suspects?” Kent prodded.

“Yes. The third one is a guy I got into it with on a flight to Beijing. I allegedly blinded his right eye and scarred his face while preventing a rape.”

“Oh boy. A record of recent violence isn’t going to help you. When was that incident?”

“Last week. It will likely cost me my job.”

“Wow. I’m sorry, Felix. You’ve had a rough go of late.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I’m going to need the details.”

I walked Kent through the altercation on the Beijing flight. The attractive flight attendant. The bodyguard buddies. The scalding coffee. The doctor.

“So, one of Wang’s friends handed you the weapon? The coffee pot?”

“That’s right.”

“Interesting. Okay. What makes you leap from that incident to Wang strangling Tanya in your bed?”

“Well, obviously I didn’t anticipate him going after Tanya. But in hindsight, I figure he wanted revenge.”

Kent took a moment to reply. “While plausible, that feels like a stretch. I’m sure a good defense attorney could work with it, but the D.A. or a jury would still have to buy it.”

“Wang Wei isn’t just any guy. He’s what the Chinese call a princeling. The untouchable son of a ranking politician who’s living a life of great privilege. His father’s the mayor of Tianjin, which is the world’s twentieth largest city. Bigger than Los Angeles.”

“That’s good!” Kent said, his tone perking up. “Nobody likes a rich and powerful spoiled brat.”

“I figure his rage builds every time his one good eye sees his scarred face in the mirror.”

“Yes. Yes! That picture should work with most juries. It’s compelling and sexy. Revenge stories work great with jurors because everyone’s fantasized about giving someone their due. Have you got pictures of Wang’s injuries?”

“No.”

“They don’t have to be professional medical photos. Just something you can show the D.A. or the jury.”

“I don’t have anything. To be honest, I’m not even certain that I blinded or scarred the guy.”

Again, Kent paused to think. “There’s a saying among criminal defense attorneys. A good attorney can land one leap, but only God can land two. You’re asking the jury to leap from Wang’s rage to Tanya’s murder. You can’t also ask them to leap from you spilling coffee to Wang being blinded and scarred. You need photos. Or a doctor’s report.”

“Wang’s in China. His doctors are in China.” I began to panic when the obvious hit me. “How about a police report? An Interpol report to be specific. Wang used his influence to have China issue a Red Notice for my arrest. That’s what cost me my job, because it means I can’t fly overseas.”

“Does the Red Notice document Wang’s injuries?”

“It does. Is that enough?”

Kent considered the question. “The wild card here is the China angle. For the most part, it works in your favor. China is America’s biggest rival at the moment, and as such it gets a lot of negative press. Plenty of jurors will be prejudiced against Chinese citizens. However, they’ll also be skeptical of any report coming out of Beijing, just like you.

“Your case will be much less risky if you’ve got pictures. Especially since killing Tanya wasn’t a knee-jerk reaction. It took serious planning. You need the jury to see what it is that makes this princeling so mad that he sought revenge in a very sophisticated manner.”

I saw Kent’s point. I’d work on getting a picture. Meanwhile, I had a thought that might help. “If you think about it, dreaming up a colder revenge would be difficult. At least one that didn’t directly involve the kids.”

“I agree. That is compelling, and it’s a great story. Juries love those. But do you believe it?”

“I’m not sure.”

“If you don’t believe it, a jury isn’t likely to believe it. That said, you’d be a whole lot surer if you saw Wang’s blind eye and scarred face, right?”

“Yup.”

“So, you know what you need to do, right?”

“I do. But I can’t go to China. I can’t even leave the U.S. I’ll be arrested at passport control wherever I land and then hauled off to a Chinese prison.”

“As your letter proves, you’re a smart and resourceful guy, Felix. Figure it out.”











Chapter 13

Either Or




PLEASANTON POLICE DETECTIVE Beatrice “Beats” Dubrey reached for her In-N-Out Burger bag with one hand while the other gave the county coroner an acknowledging thank-you wave. She was exhausted, excited, and famished.

They’d been inside the Sparks house for over three hours while her lunch cooled and her hunger grew. Early in her career, Beats had made the mistake of wolfing down her food on the way to the scene where a dog had mauled a man to death. She had promptly contaminated the scene with two bean burritos and her own DNA. Beats had been avoiding both burritos and pit bulls ever since.

“Did you buy the note?” her new partner asked as he pulled their patrol car from the curb.

Beats turned from her burger. Detective Alan Tjahjadi—pronounced Zha-zha-dee—had transferred to Pleasanton from Napa after his own divorce. He had a face and figure fit for a recruiting poster, but word from Napa was that “Zsa Zsa” would never be confused with Sherlock Holmes. If true, that was disturbing. She needed a partner she could count on, not a partner she had to account for. But Beats had learned to take department gossip in small, discerning sips. People tended to diminish their more attractive or successful peers.

Seizing the moment, she decided to apply a bit of pressure to see if anything popped loose. Playing devil’s advocate was a great way to separate original thinkers from parrots. “Juries are supposed to presume innocence. As a detective, however, I find it effective to assume that everyone is guilty. That adds balance to the law-and-order equation.”

“So, you’re not buying Sparks’ story?” Zsa Zsa asked.

“I’d love for it to be true, because then we’d have ourselves a meaningful and serious challenge. But it’s not.”

“How do you know?”

Beats made three points punctuated by three bites of her burger. “One, it’s always the husband. Two, everyone lies when they feel guilty. And three, you saw the body and you saw the scene; who else could it have been?”

“That was the guy’s point, right? It was a perfect set-up.”

“Are you telling me you believe him?”

“Not necessarily, but I think it’s worth considering.”

“For how long?” Beats asked.

“What?”

“How long do you think we should spend considering it?” She offered her new partner her fries as she spoke. Beats was still hungry, but cold fries weren’t worth the calories.

Zsa Zsa shook his head. “I don’t know. Until we rule it out.”

She crumpled the bag with the fries inside and dropped it to the floor of the patrol car. “What do you think the odds are that someone other than the husband who Tanya Sparks was divorcing strangled her to death while said husband was sleeping beside her?”

“Low.”

“How low?”

He shrugged. “One in a hundred.”

“All right. Well, there’s your answer. If that’s what you believe, then for every hundred minutes you spend investigating this case, it’s reasonable to devote one of them to pursuing other suspects.”

Her new partner considered that equation for a second. “Until evidence changes the odds.”

“Exactly,” she said with a smile.

“For example, he probably didn’t know she was divorcing him. Both sets of papers were still by the door in her bag.”

“Just because she hadn’t served him doesn’t mean he didn’t know.”

“You saw the roses. If he knew, why buy those?”

Beats smiled inwardly. “Maybe they’d discussed it. Maybe he looked in her bag. I’m not going to second-guess male psychology, especially when it comes to their treatment of women. I’m going with the odds.”

“Some might say our job isn’t to play the odds, it’s to uncover the truth.”

She was enjoying this. Zsa Zsa wasn’t a wasted badge. “You can’t find the truth if you’re looking in the wrong place.”

“Fair point. What do you think the odds are?”

“I don’t put a ninety-nine percent chance on anything related to human behavior. Ninety-five is the highest I go. I might even give Mr. Sparks another five percent based on what I saw in his office.”

“Are you referring to the drawings and book covers decorating his walls?” Zsa Zsa asked. Felix Sparks’ home office was festooned with beautiful, color illustrations of two cute girls in assorted silly situations.

“Exactly. The pictures were all so joyful. Hard to believe that they were produced by the man who strangled the girls’ mother. Still, everyone has their bad moments, and it only takes one violent minute in a million. That’s why it’s always the husband.”

“You’re right about the artwork,” Zsa Zsa said. “I hadn’t actively made a mental connection, but now that you mention it, those drawings definitely impacted my intuition. The clay figurines too.”

In addition to children’s book illustrations decorating the office, the Sparks home had elfin figures all over the place. Each of the tiny clay creations was unique and expressive, although the figurines’ oversized facial features ran the gamut from Disney characters to Hieronymus Bosch creations whereas the illustrations were exclusively upbeat. The abundance of artwork gave the whole home a lively feel, which was ironic, given the circumstances.

“So, we spend ten minutes out of every hundred investigating alternative suspects?” Zsa Zsa asked, bringing the conversation back around to the investigation.

“Yup.”

“Care to turn that into a bet? My $10 that he’s innocent against your $90 that he’s guilty?”

“Can’t do that. If Sparks’ lawyer finds out I was incentivized to find his client guilty, the defense wins and I’m back on patrol.”

“I heard you were intense.”

“I heard you were just a pretty face.”

“Touché. Okay, I’m actually with you,” Zsa Zsa said. “During my divorce, there were a hundred occasions when I wanted to strangle my wife. I’m not sure what gets into women during breakups, but Shakespeare had it right when he referenced a woman scorned.”

Agreeable without being a pushover, contemplative without being indecisive, and literate. Beats was liking this guy despite the nickname. “Plus Mrs. Sparks was a family law attorney. Imagine how frustrating it would be divorcing one of those.”

“I’d have been suicidal,” Zsa Zsa agreed before changing direction. “You married?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so. You got a cat?”

He didn’t think so? What did that mean? “No cat.”

“I didn’t think so.”

“I got fish,” she offered, feeling defensive.

“Fish? Really?”

“Big old saltwater aquarium. I find it calming. Plus, it’s no big deal if I’m away for a few days, and I don’t have to come home to an empty house.”

“You’re single and you have a house?”

“Figure of speech. I got an apartment in Concord.”

“Me too. Had my parents’ old house but lost that in the divorce. You name the fish?”

“Sure.”

Zsa Zsa shook his head. “Fish…”

“Watching them helps me think. You might say everyone’s living in an aquarium of sorts. There are virtual walls around us all, constraining us, redirecting our moves. Watching the life in my tank reminds me to define the forces at play in my cases. The limited resources. The unavoidable confrontations. The invisible barriers. How do you destress?” she asked, shifting the spotlight back his way.

“You don’t know?” he asked.

“How would I know?”

Zsa Zsa gave her a sideways glance while popping the last bite of burger in his mouth. “Ballroom dancing.”

“You’re a dancer? Oh. Zsa Zsa isn’t just for Tjahjadi. But wait, wasn’t Gabor an actress?”

“She started as a dancer. And a beauty queen,” he added with a wink. “Now you’ll never look at me the same again.”

Beats couldn’t argue with that. With the illustrator, sculptor, and now dancer, it was turning into fine arts day.

“Can I use some of those ten minutes now?” he asked.

It took Beats a second to reorient. “Sure.”

“Suppose you found yourself in the picture Sparks painted, as far-fetched as that might be. What would you do?”

“That’s the genius of his tactic. It puts us in his shoes and forces us to acknowledge the wisdom of his moves. We need to defend against that manipulation by remaining focused on the science: the statistics and the forensics.”

“Detective Dubrey, you sound excited.”

Beats realized that in fact she was. “It’s hard to hone your detective skills when your adversaries are always either amateurs or morons.”

“So you do like the note?”

“It’s more than that. Sparks is both a Federal Air Marshal and a children’s book author. That odd combination implies that he’s imaginative yet practical, soldierly yet scholarly, combative yet affectionate.”

“A Moriarty to our Watson and Sherlock Holmes.”

“Exactly! That’s exactly right. Think about it. At the very least, we’re up against a guy with the skills of a trained anti-terrorism agent and the creative mind of a professional illustrator. If we’re really lucky, one in ten lucky, we’re up against a guy smart enough to brilliantly frame a man like that for murder.”

“Play that through for me,” Zsa Zsa said with a mischievous smile.

“What do you mean?” she replied, smiling herself at their role reversal.

“The killer is counting on us to be lazy. If it is Felix, he’s hoping we won’t put in the leg work to overcome the reasonable doubt he’s busy creating. And if it’s not Felix, the killer is counting on us coming to the obvious conclusion. Either way, we catch the killer by becoming pit bulls.”

“Ooh. Don’t use that analogy.”

“Why not?”

“Long story.”

“Okay…. We can get to that bit of history another time. Answer me this: do you think he’d have gotten bail if he hadn’t run?”

“No. As an attorney, Tanya Sparks was considered an officer of the court. The D.A. will likely be going for capital murder, so bail would be a long shot.”

Zsa Zsa raised his eyebrows and his intonation. “You’d have written the note.”

“No comment.”

“I thought so. Tell me this, why do you think Sparks’ attorney sent the note to you rather than the tip line?”

“I have no idea.”

“Do you know Tierney?”

“Never met him.”

“There had to be a reason.”

“You can ask him.”

“Shall I drive us there now?”

“Nope. Our first stop is Dublin.”

“Dublin. What for?”

“We’re going to inform the next of kin, the victim’s mother.”

“What! Why not leave that joy to Dublin PD?”

The first disappointing question, Beats thought. “It’s the smart way to kick off our investigation.”

“Sounds to me like a great way to dump rain on our day. What are you thinking?”

“First of all, there’s a chance we’ll find Felix hiding there. It’s slim, but we’d be fools to lose it.”

“Okay. I buy that,” Zsa Zsa said. “I’ve arrested more than one person for stupidity. Then again, we just agreed Sparks is smart. What’s your main reason?”

“I want to see the mother-in-law’s face. I’m thinking that if her intuitive reaction is, He finally killed her, that gives us a pretty good read on the Sparks’ domestic situation. On the other hand, if she already knows her daughter is dead because Felix informed her before skipping town, that opens a whole different avenue of insights.”

“Go on.”

“Put yourself in the mind of the guy who wrote that letter. If he was telling the truth, then he’s a loving husband and father who got shocked, scared, and shattered by the world’s worst surprise. What’s his first impulse going to be?”

Zsa Zsa glanced over at her face. “Blame someone else and run like hell.”

“No. That’s exactly wrong. With his wife gone, the first impulse of a guy like that would be to look out for his kids, not the way mothers do, with soft words and sweet hugs, but rather the way fathers do, by providing for their future.”

“You’re assuming a lot.”

“True, but stick with me,” Beats said. “Suppose that instead of that scenario, he’s actually a lying murderer looking for some extra slack while he slips away. He knows he’ll never see the kids again. So why would he delay his escape to add risk and misery to his morning by delivering the bad news?”

Zsa Zsa mulled that over for a minute as they sped toward Dublin. “Maybe he hates his mother-in-law. A guy who enjoys strangling his wife might get off on telling her mother she’s dead.”

“That’s a fair point, but if accurate it’s inconsistent. Being cruel to the mother-in-law would be tactically foolish, as her testimony would negate the scenario he’s trying to paint.”

“So you think he’s telling the truth?”

“I didn’t say that. There’s a third option.”

“What’s that?”

“Rather than looking out for the kids or taunting his mother-in-law, Mr. Sparks might be thinking ahead to swaying a jury toward reasonable doubt.”

“By putting on a show for Grandma.”

“Exactly.”

Tjahjadi took both hands off the wheel and snapped his fingers. “That gets my vote too.”

“If he told her,” Beats stressed.

“Right. If he told her. So where’s your money? Did he tell Grandma and the kids that Mom was dead?”

Beats didn’t venture out onto that limb. “No need to speculate. We’ll know for sure the moment Grandma answers the door. If she’s been crying, Felix Sparks is either an innocent man in an impossible situation or a very clever killer.”











Chapter 14

Stalin’s Shadow




DETECTIVES BEATRICE DUBREY and Alan Tjahjadi paused in the hallway outside Vera Antonova’s apartment to check each other’s outfits. Delivering a bereavement message with a mustard-stained shirt would be very bad form. Once her partner approved, Beats knocked more peacefully than was her on-duty norm.

She knew they had the right apartment the moment the door opened, not because of the look on the owner’s face, but rather the look of it. Tanya’s mother bore a strong resemblance to her daughter. The same broad Slavic jaw. The same perky point to her nose.

Rather than inviting them in, Vera stepped out and closed the door behind her. “The girls are napping.”

Beats studied the petite, elderly Russian for a second before speaking. Her eyes were red and puffy, while the rest of her face seemed to hang like a flag on a windless day. Clearly, she’d gotten the news. “Did your son-in-law inform you about your daughter?”

Vera nodded while wiping at her face.

“We’re so sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” Vera whispered.

“Did Felix tell you in person, or did he call?”

The question seemed to surprise the elderly woman. “He called.”

“How long ago was that?”

Vera looked up with a dazed expression. “What time is it?”

“It’s 3:55 p.m., Mrs. Antonova,” Zsa Zsa said.

“So late. I’ve lost track of time. He called while the girls were watching cartoons. That was probably around 11:00 a.m.”

An hour before the lawyer alerted the police, Beats noted. “Is there someplace private we could sit and talk without disturbing either the girls or the neighbors?”

“It’s a small apartment and the doors are far from soundproof. We’d wake the girls.”

“Then we’ll have a quiet chat here in the hallway after I take a quick look around,” Beats said softly, nodding toward the door.

“I’ll stay here with you,” Zsa Zsa added with a smile.

Vera Antonova processed the statements for a long second, her face impassive. Finally, she opened the door with her right hand while bringing her left index finger to her lips in the shush sign.

Beats had to be quick, quiet, and cautious. If Mr. Sparks were hiding inside, he wouldn’t know Zsa Zsa was in the hall. He’d attempt to whack her in the head and run. She’d have to consider that low probability while respecting the very high probability that two young ladies had just learned that their mother had been murdered and now needed all the rest they could get.

Fortunately, the condo had only two rooms. The main room was a typical kitchen-living room combo, not unlike her own. Instead of a knitting basket beside the couch, Antonova had a workstation. Plastic containers of clay and a dozen different styluses surrounded a silicone mat where a tiny statuette was taking shape.

Beats studied the scene. Vera, not Felix, was the sculptor. Her figurines’ expressive faces gave the condo a fairytale feeling. Beats was impressed.

At one end of the couch, bedding was neatly folded. Apparently, the girls got the bedroom and Grandma slept there. That made operative sense, given the relative number of hours slept.

Felix was nowhere to be seen, and in that room he had nowhere to hide.

The bathroom was also empty.

Time for the moment of truth, Beats thought, as she put her hand on the bedroom doorknob. She slowly opened the door wide to ensure that nobody was standing behind it. They weren’t. The bed did contain two people, both girls. Both sleeping. They tossed a bit as she entered, but neither opened her eyes.

The path to the closet was obstructed by backpacks and strewn clothes, which Beats endeavored to step around. The closet had two large sliding mirrors for doors. They helped make the room feel bigger but made it awkward to peer inside.

She gave one door a small shove then listened. Nothing. She shined her flashlight inside. That end was packed. No place for a man of Felix’s size to hide.

She repeated the exercise on the other end with the same result. Vera had not lied. The detectives had not gotten lucky.

Beats gave the girls another glance while exiting. Both had long, dark hair and angelic faces that hid the sorrow inside. They were beautiful. What a tragedy. What a monster you’d have to be to inflict a mother’s murder on them. The sight put another ten percent in her calculation’s innocent-father column. Standing there in the dimly lit room that seemed as much of a crime scene as the Pleasanton house, Beats promised that she’d see justice served—for their sakes.

She slipped out of the room and back into the hall where Zsa Zsa and Grandma were patiently waiting. “You have beautiful granddaughters, Mrs. Antonova. Tell me, what did your son-in-law say when he called?”

“He told me Tanya had passed in the night, and that I needed to care for the girls while he was away.”

“Anything else?”

“Is there more?” Vera asked, her voice rising in alarm.

“No, no. Sorry. Nothing like that. I meant to ask what else he told you. Did he say when he’d be coming back?”

“No.”

Beats studied Vera Antonova’s face and waited for more. The silent stare was probably the number one tool in the interrogator’s handbag, and Beats liked to think that she’d perfected it.

Vera eventually continued. “He said he had to sort things out.”

“What things?”

Vera looked at her like she was a moron. “Things related to Tanya’s passing.”

“Was that what he said?”

“What else could it be?”

“Good point. Did he give you any information? Maybe some instructions?”

“No. It was a short call.”

“Did he speak to the girls?”

“No. He … he left that to me.”

“I can only imagine how difficult that must have been for you, first dealing with your own grief and then with theirs.”

Vera nodded. “I’ll be fine.”

“You don’t look fine, Mrs. Antonova. You look like you’re frozen in shock.”

“That’s not the result of shock. I had polio as a child. My lungs survived, but facial muscles have been nonresponsive ever since.”

Beats didn’t know what to say to that.

“There are resources available to you,” Zsa Zsa interjected. “Social services. Grief counseling.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“It’s no trouble to arrange. Most people find it very helpful.”

Vera met Zsa Zsa’s eye. “Unlike most people around here, I wasn’t born beside a sunny vineyard, Detective. I grew up in the shadow of Stalin, under Khrushchev and Brezhnev. Tanya’s father died when she was just four years old. I raised her alone, during the foment and famine of perestroika. I will be fine.”

“I can see that,” Beats said. “Apologies if we offended. Our concern is for the children. Will you be able to look after them if their father is away for more than a few days?”

“Of course. I’ve been caring for the girls since they were born.”

“I’m not doubting your capabilities. It’s just that I know kids can be a lot of work.” Beats raised a finger as if a thought had just occurred to her. “Perhaps we could call Felix on your phone and see when he’ll be back?”

“Okay.”

Vera produced an old iPhone and dialed from her favorites. “It goes straight to voicemail.”

“Mind if I look at your phone?”

Vera handed it over without comment.

Beats checked the call record. The last incoming call was at 10:52 a.m. from the same number she just dialed: Felix. There were no calls in-between.

She returned the phone along with a business card. “Will you ask Felix to call me when you hear from him?”

“Okay.”

“Thank you for your time, Mrs. Antonova. Please call me if there’s anything you think I should know, or anything I can do to help you or the girls.”

Vera nodded, then slipped back inside.

As soon as the detectives were back in their car, Zsa Zsa glanced toward Beats from the driver’s seat. “You’re right. He’s guilty.”

“What makes you say so?”

“He didn’t tell Antonova that her daughter had been murdered. He didn’t tell her that he wouldn’t be coming back, or that she’d be raising his kids into her seventies.”

“But he did call, and he did ensure that his kids would be cared for.”

“Yeah, by someone raised in Stalin’s shadow.”

“That was quite the speech,” Beats said with a smile. “Foment and famine. I bet she borrowed it from a movie. Probably repeats it every time she feels slighted. Then again, it makes her point.”

“What did you make of the polio bit?”

“She’s had a hard life. Most immigrants have.”

“It’s about to get a lot harder.” Zsa Zsa put the car in drive. “Teenage girls are a handful. Then again, she did manage to raise a beautiful, successful lawyer, and get her out of Russia, I’ll give her that.”

Beats made a note before responding. “Speaking of lawyers, I’m thinking it’s time we hit the husband’s attorney with some tough questions.”











Chapter 15

Tricky Timing




BEATS TURNED to her new partner as she rang the bell outside Kent Tierney’s office. “I hate video doorbells.”

“Why’s that?”

“They steal the element of surprise and increase the tactical advantage the resident already enjoys. With peepholes, the occupant has to divulge their presence in order to see who’s there. With video, they can see who’s calling from anywhere in the world and use that information to thwart us.”

Zsa Zsa shrugged. “I always knock.”

Beats considered saying, “They can still use the video to see who’s knocking,” but bit her tongue. A minute after she pressed the backlit button, a female voice spoke over the intercom. “Yes?”

“Detectives Dubrey and Tjahjadi of the Pleasanton Police Department to see Mr. Tierney.”

“Just a moment, please.”

The door opened after considerably more than a moment to reveal a woman wearing an orthopedic boot. “Good morning, Detectives. Kent is making himself available. Before I invite you in, I want to ensure that you’re not currently using any recording device including a body camera, this being a law firm?”

“We’re not,” Dubrey confirmed. Leave it to lawyers to know the law.

“Can I get either of you coffee or a bottle of water?”

“No, thank you,” both said.

The outer office of Tierney and Associates was professional but unpretentious. Leased space that served its purpose but could be swapped in a second if the rent was jacked. Beats found that mindset fitting for a divorce attorney.

Kent Tierney came around his desk with extended hand as the injured associate ushered them into the corner office. He was a handsome fifty-something whose most notable feature was a soothing voice suitable for late night radio. “Detectives, welcome.”

“Thank you for seeing us. And for contacting me directly,” Beats added. “Why me? I ask because, to my knowledge, we haven’t met.”

“Word on the street is that you’re the smartest and hardest-working detective on the force, and that’s what Felix needs.” The attorney stopped there, which surprised her. People who charged by the hour tended to be talkative.

“And why’s that?” Beats asked.

Tierney gestured toward the chairs at his round conference table. “Any fool could get him convicted. Catching the real killer will likely require a savvy professional who’s still got some spark.”

Beats ignored the ingratiating compliment but was pleasantly surprised to find Tierney willing to engage. Lawyers usually clammed up, claiming attorney-client privilege. She decided to capitalize on the opening momentum. “What makes you believe Mr. Sparks didn’t do it?”

Kent met her eye. “I’m in the divorce business. Day in, day out, I deal with dead or dying love. Divorce brings out the worst in people. Felix was a rare exception. He was working to save his marriage. He loved his wife, Detective.”

“Why was he talking to you if he was working to save his marriage?”

“Hope for the best, prepare for the worst.”

“Can you elaborate?”

“Initially, Felix was looking for a legal way to stave off divorce based on her poor mental health. He blamed it for her discontent. When I told him that was legally irrelevant, he sought advice on minimizing the impact of divorce on their girls. He loved his family and was fighting to save it every way he could think of.”

“How do you know it wasn’t an act?”

Kent shrugged. He was refreshingly casual for an attorney. “You never really know what’s in another person’s soul. Hell, half the time, we fool ourselves. But Felix and I have been working together for over six months now. We’ve been through a lot of frank, probing discussions. Felix was very consistent. He clearly loved Tanya dearly.”

“Loving someone doesn’t mean you can’t get angry with them.”

“Sure, but Felix wasn’t angry with Tanya. As I said before, he didn’t blame her for what she was feeling, he blamed her depression.”

“So you buy what he wrote in the note?”

“One hundred percent,” Tierney said with conviction. “You look skeptical.”

“You’re required to say that.”

“Not at all. I’m required to give my client the best possible defense, but I’m specifically prohibited from lying to do so.”

“I heard there was an attorney who didn’t lie. Are you the one?”

To his credit, Tierney didn’t crack a smile. “Detective, Covid doubled the demand for my services at a time when I was already overworked. I now turn away more clients than I accept, and I do so based more on their personalities than their pocketbooks. I don’t enjoy representing liars or assholes, and I’ve reached the point in my career where I don’t have to.”

“Congratulations. But as you noted, you’ve been at this for half a year now. You’re stuck with Sparks.”

“Not at all. If I believed that Felix had killed his wife, I’d direct him to a criminal attorney and be done with him.”

Beats had enough experience with lawyers to know that was largely true. She also had enough experience with criminals to know that many were incredibly convincing. She’d completely fallen for one guy’s act just months after getting her detective’s badge. Weeks later, when he was caught on video raping his next victim, she got busted back to patrol. Took her two years to regain her detective’s badge.

At the same time Beats was paying for playing the fool, Theranos CEO Elizabeth Holmes was beguiling scores of Silicon Valley’s brightest minds across the bay in Palo Alto. The infamous medical technology fraudster kept the wool pulled over hundreds of eyes for years before her deception was discovered and Theranos’ valuation tumbled from eight billion dollars to zero.

“If I’m hearing you correctly, the defense you’re offering me, as Felix Sparks’s attorney, is that he didn’t kill his wife because he loved her?”

“Strangle, Detective. Strangle. Choking the life out of someone is a very intimate act. People who kill that way have either a deep-seated hatred or an assassin’s indifference. I know for certain that my client wanted to save his marriage because he loved his wife. Yes, they had issues, but as I noted a moment ago, he did not blame her for those. He blamed her medical condition. You should visit her physician and get the scoop from him.”

“We’ll do that.”

“Furthermore, only hours before her death, the Sparks made a major step toward reconciliation. They made love for the first time in months and fell asleep in the same bed. As a woman, you can appreciate the significance of that development.

“Yes, my client, like every husband, had the means and opportunity to kill his wife, but he truly had no motive.” Tierney raised a finger as he spoke the last clause, giving her a preview of the opening statement that might follow many months down the road. “Quite the opposite. In addition to loving Tanya as a wife and the mother of his children, Felix needed her income. Whether married or divorced, she was the one destined to pay the lion’s share of their bills for the foreseeable future. With Tanya Sparks dead, Felix and his daughters are facing serious financial hardship.”

Felix had chosen his attorney wisely. Beats would give him that. “Those are good points. We’d love to discuss them with your client and hear what else he has to say. You should tell him to come in for questioning.”

Kent put both palms on his desk as if squaring off. “My concerns in that regard don’t stem from fear that my client is guilty, but rather from my knowledge that the system is inherently lazy. Felix is an easy scapegoat, given his apparent means and opportunity. His fear, and mine, is that with such an easy win available, the government won’t put in the work required to look beyond marital discord as a motive and unmask the real killer.”

“Did you just call us lazy?” Beats said, glancing toward her partner as she spoke.

“No, I contacted you specifically because you have a reputation for being diligent. What I did was acknowledge the fact that the justice system has limited resources and express my fear that an innocent man might go to prison as a result.”

“Did you know Mrs. Sparks had filed for divorce?”

Kent’s eyes widened. “When? Are you sure?” He went to work on his keyboard without waiting for her answer.

“The filing was processed less than 24 hours before she was killed,” Beats added.

Kent studied his screen, then frowned. “You’re right. This doesn’t look good, but it doesn’t change anything either. I don’t think Felix knew.”

“Kent’s right. I didn’t know,” a third voice chimed in from Tierney’s desk. “Please, work with me to unmask Tanya’s killer.”

Beats instantly understood. A quick nod from the attorney confirmed her conclusion. She turned toward his speaker phone. “Mr. Sparks, pleasure to meet you.”











Chapter 16

First Contact




BEATS WASN’T IMMEDIATELY CERTAIN if she was pleased or upset by the attorney’s deception. Had it even been a deception? Tierney would probably argue that she’d made a bad assumption when entering his office. In any case, Beats was happy to have her quarry on the phone. “Mr. Sparks, what exactly do you have in mind when you say, ‘work with me’?”

“Brainstorming. Investigative collaboration. I have inside information, you have expertise, and we both want to see Tanya’s killer identified and convicted.”

“You are a civilian and a suspect, Mr. Sparks. I can’t partner with you. I can’t even share information with you.”

“Please, call me Felix. And you don’t need to tell me anything, Detective. I’m offering you my expertise and inside knowledge to use as a resource and sounding board.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. What’s your phone number?”

Tierney jumped back into the conversation. “If you’ll stop back by my office tomorrow, I’ll have a phone for you. One Felix can call when he has something to share.”

Beats couldn’t help but smile. This was rapidly becoming the most interesting investigation of her career. The twists already rivaled those from her next most-interesting case, a human trafficking ring she’d spent most of the prior year investigating.

She resisted the urge to ask questions that Tierney was unlikely to let Felix answer. She could hit the fugitive husband with those when they spoke one-on-one, assuming his offer was genuine. For now, instinct told her she’d be better off building momentum with open-ended questions.

“I’ve read your note, Felix. And I do appreciate your predicament. Since writing it, you’ve had time to think about what happened. I’d like to hear what you’ve concluded.”

“That’s why I’m on the line. Thank you for asking. I’ve concluded that the killer was almost certainly watching us for a while, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. If not, he got extremely lucky. I say that because the kids spent that night at grandma’s—something they only did once every other week—and because Tanya spent that night in my bed, something she hadn’t done for months.

“Given that last point, I figure the surveillance was done electronically rather than with binoculars, as there’s no concealed observation point that provides line-of-sight on our bed. In that case, the killer would have taken his equipment with him when he left, but you could probably find traces of it. Holes where pinhole cameras were positioned, for example.”

Zsa Zsa wrote “Drone” on his notebook and flashed it.

Beats dismissed the suggestion with a quick shake of her head. She didn’t want to derail Felix’s train of thought. “I could have a tech team look for those,” she confirmed while keeping her tone neutral to conceal her excitement. If holes were discovered, the district attorney could argue that Felix had planted them, and in so doing had provided evidence of premeditation. That upped the charge to first-degree murder.

“Thank you. The surveillance is my only solid conclusion thus far, but of course I’ve given a lot of thought to who would want to kill Tanya and why.”

“Go on,” Beats said, pulling out a notebook while glancing at Tierney.

The lawyer echoed her words. “Go ahead, Felix.”

For the next ten minutes, she and Zsa Zsa jotted notes as prime suspect Felix Sparks relayed his analysis. Unfortunately, before she could circle back to her long list of questions, Tierney ended the call. True to his word, however, he asked her to return the following morning for a disposable phone on which Felix could call her with additional insights as they developed.

The detectives thanked the attorney but refrained from speaking further until the elevator doors closed behind them. “That was an interesting twist,” Zsa Zsa said.

“Yeah, I was surprised at first as well, although in retrospect, it was a brilliant move. I wonder whose idea it was, Sparks’s or Tierney’s.”

“What do you mean? What was so smart?”

“They just shoveled a boatload of work onto our backs.”

Zsa Zsa’s eyes swelled from puzzled to wide as he caught up with her conclusion. “All those leads we’re now forced to investigate.”

“Exactly. Leave any unexplored, and we open a highway to reasonable doubt.”

“Do you think any of them hold water?”

“They’re all plausible. That’s the problem. Anyone on the jury who’s been through a contentious divorce will buy the idea that Tanya Sparks could have pissed off one of her clients’ spouses enough to make him want to strangle her every time he writes a big support check or misses a holiday with his kid. So now we’ve got to examine all her clients for the past couple of years.”

“Her firm’s not going to be happy with that development. They could fight the records release and tie us up for years.”

“Yes, they probably could. I’m hoping that they’ll cooperate in order to stay in the good graces of the D.A. and to help wrap up the investigation before it draws any negative press.”

“Let it be so,” Zsa Zsa concurred.

“Even if they cooperate, and even if that investigation doesn’t yield anyone suspicious, we’re still stuck with the ‘spoiled Chinese brat’ hypothesis.”

“I found that idea to be at once far-fetched and convincing.”

“Me too,” Beats agreed. “And he only needs to sell one juror. The fact that the Red Notice cost Sparks his job gives that theory a lot of credibility.

“I’ve heard of the Chinese princelings before,” Beats continued. “Don’t remember where. Maybe a 60 Minutes report or something like that. In any case, I can also see jurors buying Sparks’s idea that the princeling has been cursing his name every time he looks in the mirror with his one good eye and sees his disfigured face. It’s easy to imagine someone in that situation petulantly ordering a hit, given daddy’s money and connections.”

Zsa Zsa nodded along. “Plus, pointing the finger at China is trendy these days. Still, does he really think we can fly to China and interview this guy? Get him to confess like Jack Nicholson in A Few Good Men? No way any part of that is going to happen.”

“Of course not. And that gives him his defense. His reasonable doubt.”

“Unbelievable. So, the wife killer is going to walk away like O.J.?”

“No. Justice will be seen like Jeffrey Epstein.”

Zsa Zsa gave her a sideways glance. “That’s pretty good. You come up with it on the spot?”

“No, but I remembered it on the spot. How often do you do that when you want to?”

“Rarely. It usually hits me five minutes later.”

Zsa Zsa bumped her fist before asking, “How, exactly, are we going to ensure that Sparks doesn’t skate like O.J.?”

Beats smiled. That was another answer she had prepared. “We’re going to be ruthless and relentless until eventually we outsmart him.”











Chapter 17

Zebras




MY PHONE BUZZED five minutes after Kent ended our call with the Pleasanton Police Detectives. He was calling me back. Things were really moving.

When Dubrey and Tjahjadi arrived at his office, my attorney had called and caught me in the food court of a packed outlet mall. I was still there finishing my lunch.

I was not concerned with being recognized. I’d pierced my ears with large fake diamond studs and now looked like an entirely different person.

Kent had previously predicted that Detective Dubrey would be coming by his office and had asked me if I wanted to listen in when she did. After I enthusiastically agreed, he said he’d leave it up to me when and whether I divulged my presence.

“What did you think of them?” I asked in lieu of a greeting.

“Dubrey’s no idiot,” Kent replied. “She wisely steered clear of questions I wouldn’t let you answer, and the questions she did ask were solid.”

“What about her partner? I didn’t hear him say a word.”

“Tjahjadi. I didn’t get much of a read on him either. He deferred to her, but I’m not sure if that was due to her relative seniority or his relative stupidity. What’s that saying? Remaining silent and looking like an idiot is better than opening your mouth and removing all doubt.”

I’d give Tjahjadi the benefit of the doubt until he proved otherwise. He had risen to the rank of detective. “How did they react to my list of suspects?”

“What you’re really asking is whether you’re still their primary subject. You are. It’s not even close. When rational Americans hear hoofbeats, they think horses, not zebras. You’re the horse, Felix. Wang and the irate spouses of Tanya’s clients are the zebras.”

“So I wasted my breath?”

“No, not at all. Not by a long shot. Remember, a jury isn’t really a group. A jury is twelve people who’ve never met before and will never meet again. Some will be bright, some will be dull, and all will have different viewpoints and prejudices, but it will only take one zebra lover to hang your jury.

“We’ve forced Dubrey and Tjahjadi to spend a lot of time zebra hunting. That’s the beauty of Wang and ‘client husbands’: Neither will be easy for them to eliminate beyond a reasonable doubt.”

I saw Kent’s point, but I also saw the corollary. “Unfortunately, I’m stuck chasing the horse who’s disguised as a zebra.”

“Yes, but you’re hunting for your life and for your daughters. They’re only hunting for professional satisfaction. My money’s on you.”

“Speaking of your money. I’m going to need to work out a payment plan for my legal fees.”

“We’ll worry about that later. Let’s see where this goes over the next week or so and then we’ll figure something out. I’m not going to leave you hanging.”

Leave me hanging. That phrase held a whole new meaning in this context. “Thank you, Kent. You’re a standup guy.”

“Yes, well. Let’s keep that our little secret. I don’t want to get kicked out of the Bar Association.”

Although I couldn’t see it, I was certain Kent had just winked. Winks were a part of his charm.

“Speaking of the Bar, it sounds like you’re in a bar. If you are, I strongly advise you against drinking. You’re going to be needing every bit of self-control you can muster in the coming weeks. Plan on staying dry.”

“It’s a food court, not a bar. And no worries, I’ve never been much of a drinker.”

“Good. Tell me, why didn’t you mention Tanya’s lover to the detectives?”

“I would have if I knew who he was, but I don’t. And since my only clue to his identity is a smell I can’t describe, I figure it’s best to save that twist for later, when I know more.”

“Or better still, let Dubrey discover him for herself,” Kent suggested. “Then she’ll feel ownership.”

“Good point. I also don’t want to increase the odds that I’ll bump into one of the good detectives while I’m investigating. It’s already feeling like Mission Impossible in that regard.”

“So you really are going to search for Tanya’s killer?”

“What choice do I have? Rely on them? As you pointed out, I’m the horse; he’s the zebra.” I paused there for a deep breath and emphasis. “It really was a zebra, Kent.”

“I know. I know. That’s why you were wise to run. It’s also why you might be wise to plan on running for the rest of your life.”

“I can’t leave my kids.”

“I get that, Felix. I have kids too. And like you, I would do anything for them. Anything.” Kent was usually unflappable, but I could hear the strain in his voice as he attempted to reality-check me without breaking me. “The rub is this: unless the situation changes radically, you won’t have the option of staying with them. Your only choice is going to be how you leave them.”

“What do you mean, how I leave them?”

I heard the attorney doing his own deep inhale and pictured him closing his eyes. “If you leave them for prison, there’s nothing you can do to help them. In fact, that option will hurt them. They’ll grow up shamefully forced to confess ‘my mom’s dead and my dad’s in prison.’ On the other hand, if you leave them for another country, you can send them money and chat online and they can boast ‘my dad’s working overseas.’”

“You think I should run?”

“If you’re over the border rather than behind bars, you can still be an active, supportive part of their everyday lives thanks to modern technology.”

“You think I should run.”

“I think that while you’re zebra hunting you also need to be preparing to run. Get yourself physically and psychologically ready for life abroad. Create a plan. One you can execute at a moment’s notice if and when the time comes. Literally immediately. From hearing footsteps to being out an escape hatch in under a minute.”

I took a deep breath of my own while fighting back my knee-jerk reaction. “Any ideas in that regard? I’m new to this.”

“It occurs to me that you could, for example, leave a sealed FedEx envelope with me. One containing certain travel necessities. One I could overnight to any border town or port city if you happened to call with such a request.”

“And when should I plan on making that mailing request?”

“The second we’re convinced that the menu is fixed, and the jury will be eating horse, not zebra.”











Chapter 18

Bold and Risky




I RESPECTED KENT and appreciated his straight shooting. I also considered myself to be a disciplined pragmatist in control of my emotions. But I couldn’t contemplate leaving my children. I was still struggling to process the loss of my wife and envision a life without her.

There’s a deep chasm of difference between divorce and death. You can’t span the gap with a single mental leap. When your loss is involuntary, sudden, and absolute, building the bridge from where you were to where you are takes time. I needed time.

I had no time.

I also had no home, no smartphone, and no identification. I couldn’t show my face. I couldn’t call my friends. And I couldn’t interact with anyone or anything at any time as Felix Sparks. Yet somehow I had to identify Tanya’s killer, locate him, and prove that he was a much better suspect than I, the almost ex-husband who admitted to being by her side while she was strangled.

As if those operational challenges weren’t enough to give the gods a good laugh, I was also facing several serious constraints. I had to bag the real bad guy before the police found me. Or I ran out of money. Or I lost my mind.

“Enough with the bad stuff!” I told the reflection in my rearview mirror. “You don’t have the luxury of whining. Your kids are counting on you.”

I reminded myself of my blessings, which were considerably more than nothing. I had an anonymized car, a trunk full of essentials, and $30,000 in cash. That was enough! It had to be.

I considered giving myself a deadline. A rock-solid commitment. D-Day. A date I could give my kids. A bit of certainty to which we could all cling while riding out the coming storms of legal winds and low emotions.

I liked the idea, scary though it was. A fixed date would force me to focus and act with the kind of quick, bold moves it was likely going to take to catch the clever killer. As I thought about it, I realized that I already had a deadline. July 22 was my return to work day. Miss that, and I’d lose my job.

A July 22 deadline gave me twelve days both to solve Tanya’s murder and to prove I was right. On the one hand, twelve was a very aggressive number, given the size and span of the investigation required, plus the fact that I had to remain invisible while conducting it. On the other hand, twelve days was a long time to avoid capture when one couldn’t run away.

In addition to saving my job, a twelve-day deadline got me home in time for Kira’s sweet sixteenth birthday. I took that as a sign. Then and there, I committed to that date. Come July 22, I’d either be marching into both the D.A.’s office and Hernandez’s office, or I’d be slipping across the southern border.

By some backward logic, I figured that since running was completely incongruous with my character, success was inevitable. Forget the odds. History was replete with miracles wrought by hard men embracing the make-no-excuses, take-no-prisoners mindset that came so naturally when they were cornered and fighting for their family.

But where to start? What was I going to do in the next sixty seconds? And the minute after that?

At the moment, I was sitting in my Jeep in the free parking section of the public garage that serviced the local BART station. It was shaded and low traffic given that most commuters came in the morning and left in the evening. I liked it because the open walls gave me a window on the city I loved, the sunshine offered hope, and the mall with its anonymous food court was an easy five-minute walk away.

Thinking about it, I realized that I had a second task tied to my July 22 deadline. To return to work as a Federal Air Marshal, I also had to get the Red Notice revoked by that date. Therefore, Wang would be the initial target of my investigation.

First, I’d use an apology as an excuse to contact him. Then, I’d try to wrangle both confirmation of his injuries and a murder confession out of him. How I’d pull off that latter point I had no idea. But at least I had a goal, and that goal gave me momentum.

Before leaving the parking structure in pursuit of Wang, I decided to try my three best password guesses on Tanya’s laptop and cell phone. I’d been working them on the back burner, attempting to recall relevant clues. All six attempts failed. I did have one related move in mind that went beyond informed guessing, but it would have to wait. For the moment, my wife’s contacts, appointments, emails, notes, and conversations would remain out of reach.

I spent the next hour converting $5,000 in cash into ten anonymous Visa debit cards, and then turning three of those into an anonymous basic MacBook Air and iPhone.

From the Apple Store, I drove to neighboring Danville, where I set myself up in a study carrel at their charming public library. I extracted the nano SIM card from one of my prepaid phones and inserted it into my new iPhone. I then used the free internet to create a new Gmail address and to open Facebook, WhatsApp, and WeChat accounts.

After disabling GPS on the phone, I subscribed to a VPN service and set my location as Los Angeles. I figured that was much more likely to fool someone than Iceland or even Mexico.

I was now anonymously connected to the world. I could make and receive calls and email without anyone knowing my real name or location, and I could search the internet from both a laptop and a phone.

Time to contact Wang Wei, the man I’d initially known as 2A.

I powered on my old iPhone inside a transparent Faraday bag, then used my new phone to confirm that the signal-blocking technology was working. Once satisfied, I retrieved Wang’s email and phone number from a Hernandez text message. After storing them and a bunch of other key numbers in my new phone, I powered off my old phone and returned it to my backpack.

Under normal conditions, I’d have been subtle and gentle while reaching out to the Chinese princeling. I’d send an email, and then follow-up in a week if he didn’t reply. First, I’d merely request to talk, relying on intrigue to get a result. Then, if that didn’t work, I’d play to his ego and tell him I wanted to apologize. Only then, if that still didn’t work, would I try calling.

But these weren’t normal conditions. I was not going to be subtle or gentle, and I was not going to patiently wait for a reaction. I also wasn’t necessarily going to be honest. I was at war with this man, this spoiled scion, so everything was fair.

I went to work researching. First the father, the virtual king, the mayor of Tianjin, then the son, the princeling, the vengeful abuser of women, reminding myself all the while that in China the last name came first.

Wang Qiang was a career politician who had reached the pinnacle of power in Shanghai, one of just four municipalities that were directly administered by the CCP, the Chinese Communist Party. After a successful six-year stint there, he’d been transferred to Tianjin, the enormous port suburb of Beijing, which was another of the four directly administered municipalities.

Virtually everything I read online was broad, general, and glowing. Exactly what you’d expect for a prominent politician in a country that controlled its media coverage.

The news on his only child, Wang Wei, also appeared to be curated but was not as tightly controlled. I learned that junior ran a real estate development company called GreenRoof Holdings. Given the little I did know about the modern Chinese economy that made perfect sense to me.

Since the millennium, the real estate market in China had soared to where it accounted for over a quarter of the economy before its recent collapse. What better way to cash in on daddy’s power and connections than through a skyrocketing business rife with government red tape?

Once I dug in, I discovered that Wang wasn’t the only princeling to have hopped on that opportunity. A blog for China’s English-speaking expat community noted that Yao Yan, the son-in-law of Beijing’s mayor, was Wang’s main rival. According to the posting, their competition had become especially intense following the collapse. That story compared their current situation to “famished vultures fighting for scraps.”

Famished was a feeling I could leverage. I just had to figure out how to make Wang hungry to meet with me.

When a Hershey’s Kiss didn’t provide me with satisfactory mental stimulation, I slid my laptop into my backpack and headed for the library’s restroom to get my blood flowing.

Finding it unoccupied, I extracted a washcloth from my backpack and gave myself a quick sponge bath, bare scalp and all. I figured I could remain effective while living like a hobo if I didn’t look like one. The lack of hair definitely helped.

By the time I was back behind my laptop, I had the kernel of a message in mind. I opened Gmail and attempted to compose a message that was both intriguing and compelling. After ten minutes of writing and rewriting, I had an email that I thought might work. “Dear Mr. Wang, I did wrong by you and I want to make it right with more than an apology. I have skills and information that could be very useful to GreenRoof Holdings. Please consider hearing me out. Thank you, Felix Sparks.”

I had no such information. But between what I already knew about Wang’s situation and guys like him, I figured I could invent some compelling BS. My plan, if Wang replied to my email, was to insist on a videoconference so I could record the appearance of his scarred face for the jury. During the call, I’d bluff my way into making him desire a face-to-face meeting in China. A meeting that I couldn’t attend if the Red Notice wasn’t withdrawn.

Yes, that plan was bold. Yes, it was risky. But I only had twelve days. Bold and risky were my best and probably only shot.

I used Google to translate my message into Simplified Chinese. As a check, I then used it to translate the translation back into English. The match was perfect. I was relieved and impressed. The service had come a long way since I’d last used it.

I sent Wang my message in both languages.

I figured there was a five percent chance he’d reply within the hour, a twenty percent chance he’d reply within the next week, and a seventy-five percent chance he wouldn’t reply at all.

I couldn’t accept a seventy-five percent chance of failure, so I resolved to call him and deliver the same message an hour from now, most likely via voicemail.

Meanwhile, given that I didn’t have an hour to waste, I would be moving on from plan C, China to plan D, Disgruntled Lover. It was time to track down a smell.











Chapter 19

My Old Self




ON THE NIGHTS when Tanya claimed to be “working late” only to arrive home with a strange scent in her hair, her iPhone never left the office. In theory, this evidence from the Find My app supported her claim. However, my wife was an attorney and therefore a tactical thinker. Furthermore, she knew that I was a Federal Air Marshal and therefore a keen observer. Thus, while it was not surprising that she left her phone at the office while sneaking off, it was now tragic, as it left me without leads for locating her potentially murderous lover.

I decided to do the next best thing, even though it was extremely risky. I went to her office.

Tanya’s law firm was on the second floor of a classy high-rise located in another sizable suburb of San Francisco. Walnut Creek was about thirty minutes from Pleasanton at the opposite end of the valley. It sits on a different north-south, east-west highway intersection, on a different BART line, and in a different county.

That combination gave it a completely different population base, even though you could drive from Pleasanton to Walnut Creek faster than you could drive from one side of San Francisco to the other. Given that, I figured there was little chance that I’d be recognized by the police or would bump into an acquaintance while visiting Tanya’s office.

Still, I wasn’t going to take any unnecessary chances.

My first stop in Walnut Creek was a boutique two blocks off main street named Wigs Wigs Wigs. I was going to need one of those for the occasions when I had to appear as myself.

The door tinkled a bell when it opened, causing the elderly red-headed proprietor to perk up on his couch. Yes, couch.

“Nice setup,” I said, admiring the soft, pastel furniture, artistically framed mirrors, and soft lighting.

“My customers seem to appreciate it.”

“You the owner?”

“William Bigs at your service.” He extended a hand, and we shook.

“You didn’t go with Bigs Wigs?” I asked with a smile I hoped he’d find endearing.

“Actually, I did at first. But people tended to assume I catered to the big and tall crowd, so they only came here when they couldn’t find what they wanted elsewhere. Fortunately, I figured that out in time.”

“Good for you.”

“How can I help you today?” he asked, while appraising my freshly shaved dome.

I pulled out my new phone and showed him a picture I’d pulled off Facebook. “I’m hoping you can make me look like myself again.”

“That’s what I do. What’s your timeframe?”

“Today.”

“I see. Well, that rules out a custom unit.” He zoomed in on the photo and studied it for a while. “You have more photos?”

“I can pull some up.”

“Why don’t you do that while I see what I’ve got in back. But first…” William pulled a tape measure from his pocket and gestured toward my scalp. “May I?”

“Go right ahead.”

He proceeded to measure me ear to ear and forehead to neck. “Be right back.”

While he was away, I logged into Facebook and screenshot a few more pictures of my former hairstyle.

“Right, so, here’s what we’re looking at, Mr.…”

“Fox,” I said. “Kevin Fox. Call me Kevin.”

“All right, Kevin. In general, you’ve got straight, medium-density brown hair. That’s good. It’s common.”

“Why did you say in general?”

“You’ve gone ten to twenty percent gray on the temples. Not a big deal. We’ll worry about that later. First, why don’t you have a seat before black beauty.” He gestured toward a large oval mirror with a frame that looked like it had been cut from a polished Steinway piano.

I sat.

“Now, don’t be scared. I promise you this will work out. You’re just going to need a bit of imagination at first.”

I didn’t like the sound of that, but I rolled with it.

“Close your eyes and imagine what you’d look like if your hair grew eight inches while you were asleep.”

As I did that, William slipped something cool onto my scalp and then my face began to tickle. “Okay to open?” I asked.

“The thing about hair is that there are dozens of colors and a million different ways to wear it. Stocking finished product would be impossible. What we get are base units, like this espresso. Go ahead and open your eyes.”

I did, only to find that I literally had a mop of hair on my head. An espresso-colored mop.

“What we’ll do, if you agree, is cut this down until you look like you do after a regular haircut. Then I’ll add a bit of gray to the temples.”

“You can do that now?”

“Usually I book appointments for 5:00, after the store’s closed. But I’m not busy so we can do it now with the understanding that I might get interrupted.”

“You do it right here?”

“I have a salon in back.”

“What’s that going to cost me?”

“Five hundred for the unit, two fifty for the cut, and another fifty for the gray. Eight hundred dollars and you walk out of here looking very much like your old self.”

“You give a cash discount?”

“I’ll throw in the dye job if you pay cash. All sales final, of course.”

“Will people be able to tell?”

“That you’re wearing a wig?”

“Yeah.”

“Professionals, yes. Guys like me can spot hair the way plastic surgeons spot scars. But everyday strangers, rarely.”

“What about friends?”

“Depending on how well they know you, they might notice something’s different. And once they’re looking, some will figure it out. Fortunately, I’ve got a fix for that too.”

“Oh yeah. What?”

“A mustache. They’ll assume that’s the difference and leave it at that.”

I didn’t want to appear different in that way and was about to say no when I realized that the mustache would work well to disguise me when I wasn’t wearing the wig, when I was in disguise. “What would that cost me?”

“Cut to your liking, and with a month’s supply of glue … another two fifty. You’ll be out of here good as new for an even thousand.”

On the one hand, the ability to assume my old identity was priceless. On the other, a thousand dollars represented more than three percent of the budget that had to get me all the way to freedom and perhaps even a new life abroad. Go big or go to jail, I told myself. To William, I said, “Let’s do it.”











Chapter 20

Wrangling




I CHECKED MY EMAIL once I was back in the Jeep, wearing my new hair. No reply from Wang. It was early morning in Beijing, so if I called now Wang was unlikely to pick up even if he were the type to answer unknown foreign numbers. On the other hand, I didn’t actually want to get him live. I wanted to move toward scheduling a videoconference.

I dialed. My call went straight to voicemail. The message was Wang saying simply, “I’m unavailable, leave a message.” I found it was odd that his voicemail message was in English until I remembered that many wealthy Asians and Middle Easterners used multiple phones. DHS had Wang’s English number. Perhaps the email address to which I’d written was Anglocentric as well. I hoped to find out soon.

As the local time neared 5:00 p.m., I decided to stake out Tanya’s office. I grabbed a thick sourdough turkey Swiss sandwich at a grocery store and headed for the parking garage beneath her building.

Cemya Law was a four-attorney firm focused on providing family law services to the Bay Area’s extensive Russian-speaking population. Silicon Valley employed a lot of Eastern European programmers, and over the years that anchor created a sprawling and diverse community that was well connected via various social networks.

I’d met Tanya’s three partners a few times at firm functions but hadn’t gotten to know any of them. Like my wife, they all had the faces and figures of Hollywood actors, so those gatherings looked more like a sitcom studio than a company picnic.

I once mentioned my observation to the firm’s founder and managing partner, Anton Zykin. He gave me a knowing half-smile and replied that they were in fact actors on the stage of high consequence, and he had cast his firm accordingly.

Cemya was gender-balanced, with two male and two female partners. Zykin explained that this was a conscious choice and a tactical decision. “Our client base is fifty percent male, fifty percent female. And they’re often looking for understanding as much as legal representation.” Tanya’s clients were almost exclusively female, I noted to myself.

Zykin had also balanced the paralegal services at Cemya. Tanya and Dina Demarko shared Alex, the firm’s male paralegal, whereas Zykin and Igor Akmerov shared Sveta, the female.

Among the firm’s members, Alex was my best guess for Tanya’s paramour and killer. He was young and handsome, undoubtedly horny, and given his relatively young age, the most likely to be violent. Unless he was gay, there was no way he could watch Tanya walk around the office day after day with her charms on display and not develop carnal desire. She’d been a stunning woman.

My goal tonight was to look Alex in the eye while getting a good whiff of his hair. I figured his car was the perfect place for that.

Cemya had six assigned parking spaces, all near the elevator on level B2. Only Tanya’s was unoccupied at the early hour.

I knew from small talk with my wife that the spaces were assigned by seniority, with Zykin’s closest to the elevator. That meant Alex’s was either the fourth or fifth down from Zykin’s matte black Mercedes CLS.

The fourth car was a midsize white SUV, an Acura RDX. It looked new. The fifth car was a black Jeep Wrangler that appeared to be about a decade old. My ownership question had an obvious answer. The 2-door, off-road 4×4 was the ride of a person who wanted to appear manly, and Sveta was about as far from manly as Venus was from Mars.

My plan was to wait for Alex to unlock the Wrangler, at which point I’d slide into the passenger seat while he got in on the driver’s side. Forty minutes later, that was exactly what I did.

I said, “Hey, Alex,” as we both slipped in, hoping to minimize the freakout factor. In response, he whipped his head in my direction while raising his left fist.

“It’s Felix Sparks, Tanya’s husband.”

The handsome, late-twenties paralegal studied me for a second with wide brown eyes before lowering his arm. “What are you doing?”

Smelling your hair, I thought. “I just wanted a chance to speak to you alone, about Tanya. I wanted to be sure you didn’t feel any peer pressure, so you could be completely honest with me.”

“Honest about what?”

“My wife, and her work. Do you mind moving the car to another level so we’re not disturbed if one of your colleagues comes out?”

“You’re making me uncomfortable, Mr. Sparks.”

“Way ahead of you there, Alex. Please, this is for my daughters. We need your help.”

Alex paused with his hand on the shifter. “I don’t have a lot of time. I’ve got a train to catch.”

“Another one will be along every fifteen minutes.”

“I’ve got law school in The City at 7:00.”

“Good for you. Drive to the station. We’ll talk on the way.”

The BART garage was close enough that we could walk as fast as we could drive. I guessed that Alex would have walked if it weren’t for the return trip. In any case, I’d only have a few minutes.

“Just one thing first,” I added, opening my backpack and extracting Tanya’s cell. “Can you unlock her iPhone?”

Alex shook his head. “No.”

“Really? She told me you saved her once when she left her phone at the office.”

Alex looked skeptical, then I saw the light go on. “All I did was answer a call. No password required.”

“Maybe you saw her unlock it?”

“She used her face.”

“What about her laptop?” I asked, pulling Tanya’s MacBook from my bag.

“She used her fingerprint. And before you ask, no, I don’t know her code.”

“Can you guess? You must have seen her unlock it a thousand times.”

Alex shrugged. “I think it started with a capital B and ended with 99. Maybe.”

“How many characters in-between?”

“I don’t know. Five or six I guess.”

He put the Wrangler in reverse while I made a mental note then added. “I’m really sorry about your wife. She was a wonderful woman.”

“Yes, she was.”

“The news didn’t say how she died.”

“No, they didn’t. How long did you two work together?”

“I joined the firm six years ago. Have been working with her and Dina ever since.”

“That’s what I thought. Tell me, had my wife been acting differently, lately?”

“Different, how?”

“I don’t want to lead you.”

“How lately?”

“Don’t worry about what’s on my mind, just tell me what’s popping into yours.”

“She grew more anxious over the years. Clients didn’t see it. I don’t think she let the other partners see it either. Clients want calm lawyers as much as they want calm doctors, and Zykin is very attuned to meeting client expectations. But Tanya let her guard down around me, so I saw her condition developing,” he added with a half-smile.

“To what did you attribute her anxiety?”

“I don’t know.”

“Come on, Alex. People don’t work like that. They speculate. It’s human nature.”

“Money problems. Marital problems. Hormones. I don’t know. But some days she had to work hard to hold it all together. Did she—,” Alex trailed off, then turned to look at me when he hit a light. “Did Tanya take her own life?”

“That was my first thought when I found her. You were right about her anxiety. It was hormones. But she was murdered, so I’m working to ensure that justice is served.”

“Oh my god.”

“Yeah. So tell me, any ideas who might have wanted Tanya dead?”

“No. God, no.”

“No clients whose spouses got screwed? Guys who got stuck with huge alimony payments or no custody of their kids?”

Alex’s expression changed. First his eyes widened, then the corners of his mouth drew back. “There were lots of those. Divorce is a zero-sum game, and our goal is always to get our clients the biggest piece of the pie. The piece or pieces that matter most to them.”

“Was Tanya ever threatened?”

“Not to my knowledge, but then I don’t have much direct client interaction. Sveta and I greet the clients and bring tea or coffee, but for the most part we stay behind the scenes, doing research and preparing filings.”

“Did she comment about anyone being particularly nasty?” I asked as we pulled into the BART garage.

“When it’s just us in the office, complaints about clients are all you hear in the kitchen. Keep in mind, the vast majority of clients feel wronged and that makes them unreasonable, illogical, ignorant, and demanding. Meanwhile, a lawyer’s job is to smile and act reassuring. It’s tough work, emotionally.”

“Do you think you could put together a list of clients or client spouses who got severely screwed and might have blamed Tanya?”

Alex pulled the Wrangler into a parking spot that had just been vacated. “I really wouldn’t know. If you want something like that, you’re going to have to ask Zykin.”

I’d figured as much but had hoped for more.

As Tanya’s paralegal switched off the ignition, I turned and looked him in the eye. “One last question. Were you sleeping with my wife?”











Chapter 21

Perfectly Normal




BEATS HAD DRIVEN past the tiered glass high-rise that housed Cemya Law a thousand times, but this was her first time inside. The Russia-centric firm was on the second floor, which could be accessed from the large atrium-like lobby via an escalator as well as an elevator. No doubt that prestige and convenience came with a cost. She supposed that people billing many hundreds of dollars per hour of their time could handle the upcharge.

Cemya occupied the north end of its wing. Glass double doors at the end of the hall opened to a large, central room where a his-and-hers set of receptionists worked behind a long curved counter topped with gleaming red granite. The offices of Tanya Sparks and Dina Demarko were on Alex’s side, whereas Sveta was situated to serve Anton Zykin and Igor Akmerov.

Beats approached Sveta. “Good afternoon. I have an appointment to see Mr. Zykin.”

“Zykin,” she corrected, pronouncing the y like ee not i. “You must be Detective Dubrey. Welcome. May I bring you a beverage after showing you in?”

Normally, Beats didn’t accept drinks while working. But too much station brew had given her a soft spot for good coffee, and she figured the java would be excellent in a place like this. More to the point, finishing her drink would buy a bit of time if Zykin tried to end their interview too quickly. “Some coffee would be nice. Thank you.”

Anton Zykin rose and came around his desk to greet her much as Kent Tierney had when she’d entered his office. Zykin too had charisma to spare, but he came across as much more intense than Felix’s attorney. More of a boxer than a fencer.

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” she said while shaking his hand.

“Thank you. Losing Tanya was a tremendous blow, both emotionally and operationally. We’re all still reeling.”

“Any idea who might have wanted to see Mrs. Sparks meet an untimely end?”

Zykin blinked twice and glanced down at the floor before answering. “Are you telling me she was murdered?”

“I’m sure you understand that I can’t discuss the specifics of an ongoing investigation, but yes, the coroner believes there was foul play.”

Again, Zykin blinked twice and glanced at the floor. “She’d just initiated a divorce. Divorces often turn violent.”

Sveta chose that moment to appear with coffee service on a silver tray. A personal French press rested beside a white china cup. There was also a small silver pitcher of cream and a bowl of cane sugar crystals.

“Do you know Felix?” Beats asked while filling her cup.

“We’ve met. I wouldn’t say I know him.”

Her hunch had been accurate. The coffee was excellent, and the thin china cup would make sipping a pleasure. “So Tanya didn’t talk about him?”

“She talked about things they did. Trips to Napa or Hawaii. Weekend getaways. And she’d occasionally mention his location, as his job regularly took him overseas. But she didn’t talk about him per se.”

“No mention of abuse?”

“Never. That, I would definitely remember.”

“So your first impulse would not be to blame Felix?”

“No. It’s always the husband, Detective. Every single time—except when it’s not. You know, there’s a saying among my colleagues in criminal defense. They say the only scary client is an innocent client.”

“Because those are the only cases lawyers can truly screw up,” Beats offered.

“Exactly. We family lawyers skirt that danger when fighting for child custody, but it’s not quite the same.”

Beats did not agree. It mattered who raised kids. But she kept that conclusion to herself. “Was Mrs. Sparks ever threatened by a client? Or the spouse of a client?”

Two blinks and a glance. “I’m not aware of any exchange that would qualify as a threat.”

“Okay, let’s take a different approach. Pretend we’re playing a game of Clue. You’ve already figured out where the murder was committed and what weapon was used. All you need to win is the killer’s name. The suspects are all Tanya’s clients. Whose name would you most expect to find in the envelope beside the weapon and the room?”

Zykin rose and walked to the window where he appeared to spend forever staring at nothing at all. “I can only think of one name besides Mr. Sparks that might be in your envelope, Detective.”

Beats didn’t ask the obvious question. She just met his gaze.

Zykin returned to his desk and went to work on his keyboard. A minute later, he rotated his screen so she could read it. “I’m sure you recognize the Contra Costa County Court’s public portal. What you’re looking at here is the public record of a case where Mrs. Sparks was the counsel of record. One of just many you perused before coming here today, I’m sure.”

Beats made a mental note, then asked, “What do you think caught my eye when I read Maria Meski vs. Vitaly Meski?”

“Absolutely nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Not a thing. The Meskis have no children and they quickly agreed on an MSA. The record is as plain vanilla as they come.”

“What’s an MSA?”

“A Marital Settlement Agreement. A contract that divvies up the marital assets in a mutually agreed way.”

“Are they unusual?”

“Attempting them is very common when cases are complicated. It’s much faster and cheaper to sign a contract than to conduct a court case. Much faster. Much cheaper. Yes, if you’re getting a divorce, an MSA is the way to go.”

“You said attempting them is common. Is executing them difficult?”

Zykin shrugged. “Only as difficult as getting a divorcing couple to agree on absolutely everything without the intervention of a judge.”

Beats had never been married or divorced, but she’d been in long-term relationships and had no trouble comprehending the difficulty of that task. “So executing MSAs is rare?”

“Most couples get about eighty percent of the way there before the wheels come off the bus.”

“Why eighty percent? What’s magical about that?”

“By the time they get that far, both parties feel they’ve given too much. Yielded too far. Inevitably, one of them digs in on some small thing and the other also refuses to bend.”

“What happens next?”

“They go to court and battle it out.”

“How does that typically go?”

“Let’s hope you never find out,” Zykin said with a smile. “After a year or three, California’s court system usually has people so frustrated that they’re willing to sit back down, at which point they pick up where they left off years earlier.”

Years earlier and much wealthier, Beats thought. “You said MSAs are used when divorces aren’t complicated. What makes a divorce complicated?”

“Children and money. California tries to simplify those allocations with a family law code that grants each party half by default. Half the time with the kids, half the marital assets, and a formula that calculates child and spousal support payments based on the incomes of the two parties.

“That works great for the majority of clients, people like you, Detective, who get a salary. The court would have no issue at all plugging your numbers into the system and producing a decision, assuming your spouse was a fellow law enforcement officer, or a teacher, et cetera, and you had no kids.

“It gets complicated when one of the parties doesn’t have a regular income. Especially if that income is large in some years and small in others. Many of my colleagues, for instance, make a ton of money in years when they win big settlements, and little to no money in years when they don’t. How do you calculate a fair support payment in circumstances like that?”

“Not very easily, I’d guess.”

“You got that right.”

“And what kind of business was Mr. Meski engaged in?”

“The court records show that he was a freelance internet security consultant.”

“What does that mean?”

“Precisely,” Zykin said, meeting her eye.

The attorney was warning her not to push it, lest he end things then and there. Beats took a minute to process that information and compute her next question. The coffee helped. “What else do the court records show in the Meski case?”

“Nothing out of the ordinary. The settlement appears to be perfectly normal. The MSA was quickly approved by a judge without a single hearing.”

“I see. Tell me, Mr. Zykin, what does your firm do when things look perfectly normal, but you suspect that something is amiss.”

“Good question, Detective. We tend to hire a private investigator under those circumstances.”

“I see. And whom do you use, if I may ask?”

“Only the best, of course. On your way out, ask Sveta to give you Fredo Babu’s contact info.”

“Fredo Babu,” Beats repeated before stealing one last sip.

“He’s the best,” Zykin confirmed.











Chapter 22 

Fredo Babu




BEATS TURNED to her partner as they approached Fredo Babu’s apartment door. She raised her eyebrows and canted her head.

Zsa Zsa followed her gesture and understood. “Another video doorbell.”

“He’s been ignoring my calls, despite my dropping Zykin’s name. Let’s see if he ignores my knock as well.” She gave door 324 a few good pounds with her fist.

Nothing.

Again.

Nothing.

She pressed the bell.

Still nothing.

“Mr. Babu, please open up. We just want to talk. Anton Zykin sent us.”

“What did you make of Zykin?” Zsa Zsa whispered.

“He’s a successful attorney, so he’s smooth and hard to read. Even though he was polite and cooperative, I felt played after leaving his office.”

“Played how?”

“Like I was wound up and set in motion. We’re here at Babu’s door because Zykin directed us here.”

“Isn’t that what we call following a lead?”

“It is. And if it goes somewhere I’m prepared to reassess.”

Zsa Zsa gave the door a couple of kicks. “You think he has a beef with Babu? That he’s using us to send Babu a message?”

“I don’t know.”

“His partner was brutally murdered. Why would he do anything but assist the investigation, unless… You think Zykin could be the killer?”

“I think he was deflecting me away from something, but I didn’t get the deeply panicked vibe of a murderer in hiding.”

Zsa Zsa canted his head. “Maybe he suspects one of the other partners and is desperate to prevent the collapse of his firm?”

“Perhaps. But my money remains on the husband.”

“So how do you account for Zykin’s behavior?”

“I’m thinking he’s trying to avoid collateral damage. Nobody wants the police snooping around. By directing us at one of Tanya’s shady clients and the firm investigator, he’s getting us out of his office and into the field before we stumble onto something inconvenient or embarrassing.”

Beats gave the door one last pound. She was done playing around. “Detective Tjahjadi, Mr. Babu’s unresponsiveness has made me concerned for his safety. Please go get a key from the office. I’ll wait here in case he shows up.”

“I’ll do that,” Zsa Zsa said with a wink. He knew the drill.

Fredo Babu lived in an apartment on the third floor of a sprawling complex across the street from the twin complex where Vera Antonova lived. What had been fields not that long ago was now probably the most densely populated area in the Tri-Valley Region. Since it was in Dublin rather than Pleasanton, she was still getting to know it.

Beats wondered how Grandma was coping with the two young girls. Helping out during the day or the occasional overnight was a very different proposition from 24/7 childcare.

Felix had screwed his mother-in-law along with his wife and kids. Did he consider that a bonus? She’d ask him next time they spoke, if there was a next time. The phone Tierney supplied had yet to ring.

Zsa Zsa returned with a rotund blonde woman Beats took to be the complex manager. Her gait was more of a hip-swinging waddle than a traditional walk, so they weren’t moving very fast.

“Ms. Paxton needs to be present personally in situations like this,” Zsa Zsa said as they neared. “It’s an insurance thing.”

“Thank you for helping us out, Ms. Paxton,” Beats said. “Do you know Mr. Babu?”

“I know him by sight,” she said, breathing heavily. “But not much more than that. I know all the tenants in my building. All 193 of them. I also know their cars.”

“That’s impressive. Do you happen to recall the last time you saw Fredo?”

“I do not. It’s been a while. He keeps an irregular schedule, Mr. Babu does. Comes and goes at all hours. I usually just work days but sometimes I have to fill in overnight and I distinctly recall seeing his car entering in the wee hours on more than one occasion. Could be he just got in late and is zonked out.”

Paxton rang the bell and stood square in front of the camera. After a minute of nothing, she said, “Well, all right then,” and keyed them in.

The main room of the apartment looked like a model. There was basic furniture, but not a lot of it. The pictures on the walls were the pre-framed, mass-produced sort that went for thirty bucks at Walmart, and the kitchen was tidy.

Beyond the presence of a few too many personal items, the only thing that spoiled the showroom appearance was the smell of the place. Beats detected Indian spices and mold. She inspected the refrigerator. What once had been cheese was now a mold colony, and the yogurt had gone bad three months earlier.

“I’ll check the bedroom,” Zsa Zsa said. Then a moment later, “Nobody there.”

Despite the expired dairy products, they gave the whole apartment a thorough inspection just to be certain Babu wasn’t hiding in a closet or stuffed in the dishwasher.

“You say you know his car?” Beats asked Paxton.

“A black Rav 4. He’s assigned to spot 42 or 43, as I recall.”

“Is it here?”

“We can go see, if you’re done?”

Beats looked at Zsa Zsa.

He nodded.

“It’s 43,” Paxton said, once they’d reached the proper place in the parking lot. “This is where the black Rav would be if Mr. Babu were home.” She leaned her arm against a post and fanned her face. “Whew! It’s a hot one.”

“Could we check his mailbox as well?” Beats asked. “See if he picked up yesterday’s mail?”

Paxton chewed on that for a second while catching her breath. “I can’t let you take anything, but I suppose it would be okay to look if there’s a question about his safety. You know, without a subpoena or anything.”

“Thank you.”

While they walked to the office to retrieve the spare key for Babu’s mailbox, Beats asked, “How long has Fredo been a tenant?”

“That, I don’t remember. Not specifically. But it’s easy to check.”

“Thank you. Do you happen to know if Mr. Babu pays his rent on time?”

“He’s on autopay. We give a discount for that, so most tenants opt in. Never had a problem with Babu.”

Paxton sat behind her desk and took a long sip of a dark liquid from a large, insulated mug before hitting the keyboard. A few seconds later she said, “Ooh. Not sure if I should tell you this but his auto payment didn’t go through this month.”

“What does that mean? Did he cancel it?”

“No. Usually it’s non-sufficient funds. That happens more often than you’d think. The system automatically tries again a week later in case there was a delay in depositing a check or whatnot. I don’t get notified unless it fails the second time, which is why I didn’t mention it earlier.”

“I’m suddenly much more interested in the mailbox,” Beats said.

“Me too,” Paxton agreed. She grabbed the spare key to mailbox 324 and they ambled back out into the heat.











Chapter 23

Risk Aversion




BEATS CAUGHT SIGHT of Zykin’s paralegal across the office building’s lobby. Sveta was riding the down escalator as Beats was going up. “Sveta! Sveta, I need to see Mr. Zykin right away.”

Sveta didn’t reply. Instead, she raised a hand. Or was it a finger? It was hard to tell given the distance and angle. Was she wearing earbuds? Had she heard more than her name? Hopefully that had been an index finger, a “give me a minute” and not a “bye bye” or worse.

Beats didn’t want to have to run down an up escalator. Not in front of all the suits. Not when everyone literally had a video camera in their hand. While she might pull off one of those movie star moves, she was just as likely to become the blooper of the week. Then, she’d be “Beaten” rather than “Beats.” Cops were relentless that way.

Sveta reached the bottom of her escalator as Beats neared the top of hers, creating the moment of truth. The paralegal chose wisely. She crossed the lobby to the up escalator and a minute later she unlocked the door to Cemya Law. “I’ll let Mr. Zykin know you’re back. Please, give me a moment.”

Beats did. This was going to be interesting.

“Detective Dubrey, this is an unexpected pleasure,” Zykin said, joining her in the lobby as Sveta quietly exited with a nod.

“Is it unexpected?”

The lawyer frowned. “What do you mean?”

“When did you last interact with Fredo Babu?”

“It’s been a while. A few months. We don’t tend to need an investigator more than a few times a year.”

“Any cases since Meski?”

“I’m not certain, but I can check our payroll records. Let’s go to my office.”

Anton Zykin had what Beats thought of as a vanity office. Whereas Kent Tierney displayed posters from famous legal movies on his walls, Zykin flaunted diplomas, awards, and photos with celebrities. Moments of glory.

“What’s a man like Babu charge?” Beats asked while Zykin was typing. “A man who’s earned the admiration of a top attorney.”

“I believe he charges $200 an hour or $1,000 a day. He’s expensive, but he’s the best. And he gets results.

“Here we go. Yes, we paid Mr. Babu $3,000 on March 3 for his work on Meski vs. Meski in February.”

“Three days’ work.”

“I believe that was more of a flat fee. A three-day equivalent. I really shouldn’t be telling you all this, Detective. Would you kindly inform me what this is all about?”

Beats locked on Zykin’s gray eyes. “Fredo Babu disappeared in May. He just vanished.”

Zykin’s dark eyebrows raised. “You suspect foul play? Not an emergency trip to India to be by a dying relative’s side?”

“Was his relative dying?”

“I have no idea. What qualifies as ‘disappeared’ in the opinion of the Pleasanton Police?”

“He hasn’t picked up his mail or parked in his spot since early April. His refrigerator contains only expired food. He’s made no recent credit card purchases or legally crossed an international border.”

“I had no idea.”

“Neither did anyone else. He lived alone. His apartment rent, utilities, and credit cards are all on autopay.”

Beats locked her eyes back on Zykin’s, then spoke low and slow. “Why did you really send me to him?”

Zykin blinked twice and glanced down. “Babu is a P.I. He’s paid to take risks. I’m not. I’m a lawyer. My business is avoiding risks.”

“What risk are we talking about?”

“The biggest risk.”

“Specifically?”

“Meski. Vitaly Meski. He’s protected by a roof, as we say. He’s connected to the Russian mafia, the Bratva.”

“He works for the mob?”

“He’s an entrepreneur with connections,” Zykin clarified.

“What does he do?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who, exactly, does he work for?”

“I don’t know. But if I were you, I’d ask the FBI.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing. You wanted my best guess from the list of Tanya’s clients, and I directed you toward my best guess. Looks like my guess was pretty good.”

“What did Babu do to earn $3,000 on the Meski case?”

“I don’t recall.”

“What’s special about the Meski MSA?”

“I don’t recall.”

“You’re obstructing justice.”

“Be sure to mention that to Mr. Meski. No, better yet, don’t bring up my name at all. Maria Meski was Tanya’s client and you’re investigating Tanya’s murder. Please, leave me out of it, Detective. There really is nothing more I can tell you. Besides, it seems to me that you’ve already got your hands full investigating two murders. Why risk making it three?”











Chapter 24

Two Possibilities




BEATS PAUSED at the bottom of the escalator to catch her breath. The meeting with Zykin had been intense.

Was she investigating two murders? Did she want Fredo Babu on her plate? There was no missing persons report. There was no crime scene. He’d lived in Dublin, which was not her jurisdiction.

Both Babu and his car had vanished. Now that she knew of the Russian mob connection, she found herself picturing both body and car being crushed into a cube for recycling or burial, at land or at sea. Then again, maybe he had run for his life. Maybe he was the kind of P.I. who always had a go bag with a fake passport ready. Maybe he was living under an alias in Sri Lanka or Singapore.

Beats didn’t want to involve Dublin PD until after speaking with Maria Meski. It was quitting time, but only fish were waiting at home, and they weren’t going to miss her, so she decided to make the drive to San Francisco now, while it was a reverse commute.

She turned her car westward and called her partner.

Zsa Zsa had gone to work getting a copy of the Meski’s court filings while she returned to Cemya Law. “How’d it go with Zykin?” he asked by way of answer.

“He says Meski is connected to Russian organized crime.”

“Well, either he’s been misled or Uncle Sam has. According to the disclosures Meski filed with the court during the divorce, he earns $18,000 a month as an internet security consultant. He does own a home worth $2 million, but he took out $1 million in equity as part of the divorce settlement, leaving him with a monthly $6,000 mortgage payment and just $50,000 in savings.”

“Tony Soprano he ain’t. What’s he pay Maria in spousal support?”

“$4,000 a month.”

“So Maria got $1 million in cash and $4,000 a month out of the divorce?”

“Plus, quote, ‘the rug from Vitaly’s office.’”

“Huh. So no retirement account? No silverware? No Renoirs or Cézannes?”

“That’s right.”

“Nothing else, at least not officially?” Beats confirmed.

“Nada. You calling it a day?”

“I’m heading to The City. Going to see if I can catch Maria Meski at home.”

“That’s a long drive for nothing if she isn’t there.”

“It’s a reverse commute. Shouldn’t be bad. And I’ll treat myself to dinner at La Tacqueria.”

“The spicy fish tacos?”

“What else. Hey, speaking of commutes, what’s Maria Meski driving?”

“Hold on a sec. A new white Mercedes CLS with AVEMARA on a vanity plate. Is there an Avenue Mara in Mission Bay? A road to the sea?”

Beats thought about that. “Maybe. But I’m thinking the plate’s short for Ave Maria, like the Catholic prayer and Schubert song Pavarotti was always singing.”

“Why would you put that on your license plate?”

“Like a blessing. Same thing as hanging a cross from your rearview mirror, but much more prestigious.”

“I’ll buy that. Hey, tell you what. I’ll call Meski’s doorman and ask if she’s home. If she isn’t, I’ll ask when he expects her. In either case, I’ll tell him not to alert her of the inquiry. I’ll let you know if you’re wasting the trip—tacos aside.”

“Thank you, partner.”

True to his word, Zsa Zsa texted as she was crossing the Bay Bridge. “Doorman Roger confirms Maria currently home in 1212.”

As predicted, the reverse commute wasn’t bad. Before she’d finished processing the day’s events, Beats found her heels tapping gleaming black and white granite as she strolled past a custom orange couch toward the doorman of Mission Bay’s newest high-rise condominium complex.

“I’m here to see Maria Meski,” she said while holding up her badge.

“I’ll need to phone up. I gather Ms. Meski is not expecting you?”

“No, she’s not.” Noting an expression that seemed more concerned than curious, she added, “It’s nothing.”

From a detective’s point of view, doormen were much more desirable than video doorbells. People almost always answered when the doorman rang, and once they answered, they could hardly claim to be away.

“Good evening, Ms. Meski. It’s me,” the doorman said with a familiarity that bordered on being intimate. “I have a Detective Beatrice Dubrey from the Pleasanton Police Department here requesting to see you. Yes, she’s alone. Yes, I’ve seen her badge. Of course, I’ll do that for you. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do. I’ll be here till midnight.”

“What do these places sell for?” Beats asked as Roger nodded her toward the elevator.

“Around $1,000 a square foot.”

“How big is the Meski place?”

“She’s in a three bedroom, two bath unit. 1800 square feet,” Roger replied without consulting his computer.

“Monthly HOA fee?”

“Around $800.”

Beats found 1212 a minute later after a swift and silent elevator ride. She was curious to see what you got for $1,000 a square foot. The prospect of meeting an “entrepreneur’s” ex also had her curiosity piqued. Would Maria be more new school or old school? More Carmela Soprano or more Carmela Corleone?

Meski made use of a video doorbell in addition to the doorman below. The instant she answered the door, Beats understood the redundancy. Maria looked like Pamela Anderson at her Baywatch best. It was easy to imagine a man muscling past security to reach her door. Meski’s striking appearance also explained Roger’s attitude and affectation.

“Good evening, Ms. Meski. I’m with the Pleasanton Police Department. Mind if I come inside for a sensitive discussion?”

“By all means. Can I get you some tea, or perhaps a sparkling water? Afraid I don’t have anything stronger.”

“I’m fine. Thanks.”

Maria led the way to a round marble dining table resting before a floor-to-ceiling window that looked out over the bay toward Alameda. It sat atop what appeared to be a genuine Persian carpet. Beats found that an odd and practically sacrilegious location for something so expensive, until she remembered the MSA. The carpet from Vitaly’s office was there as a petty form of daily revenge.

“I’ve come with both news and questions. First the news,” Beats said, turning her full attention to Meski’s face. “Your attorney was murdered.”

Maria’s eyes widened before she suppressed a short shudder. “Oh my god, that’s terrible.”

Beats said nothing. In situations like these, the first question the subject asked was often more telling than any answer.

“How was she killed?”

“She was strangled,” Beats said.

No knowing reaction. No sign of recognition.

“In her sleep,” Beats added, before waiting for the next question.

“Why did you drive from Pleasanton to San Francisco to tell me this? Mrs. Sparks and I concluded our business months ago.”

“Why do you think?”

Maria didn’t think for long. “You suspect Vitaly.”

“Wouldn’t you? Given Mr. Babu’s work.”

Maria started to nod but stopped herself. “What work is that?”

“His investigation of Vitaly’s business.”

Maria’s lips tightened. “You’re fishing.”

Beauty and brains, Beats thought. “You’re right. I know Babu found something valuable enough to buy you this apartment, but I don’t have the specifics. What was it?”

Maria said nothing.

“I’m not with the IRS. I don’t care about money or taxes. I’m investigating the murder of a young lady who helped you obtain all this.” Beats motioned around. “Please, tell me what Babu found.”

“All he did was give me a bit of leverage in our settlement negotiations.”

“How’d he do that?”

“He got me a glimpse of Vitaly’s bank accounts.”

“And how’d he do that?”

“Just between us?”

“Sure. Just between us.”

“Mr. Babu installed a hidden camera behind Vitaly’s desk.”

That made sense. “So, you got half of what was off the books in addition to your share of what was on them.”

“Three quarters, actually,” Maria said with a smile. “Since my alimony payments will be artificially small.”

Beats nodded. The pieces were falling into place. A big part of a divorce lawyer’s job was discovery. “How much money are we talking about?”

Maria met her gaze with open eyes and a closed mouth.

“Right. Let me rephrase. How much did Babu’s discovery upset your husband?”

“He was mad, but he didn’t fly into a rage. We were playing the game of divorce and the lawyers dealt me a better hand. Vitaly accepted that.” Maria shrugged. “He still has plenty of money and more coming in.”

“He never threatened you?”

“No. Vitaly never got violent with me. Not once in twelve years,” she said definitively.

“Ms. Meski, your investigator Fredo Babu went missing in April. He’s presumed dead. Now your attorney has been murdered.”

Maria stiffened. “I’m very sorry to hear that. I only met Mr. Babu twice, but he was pleasant enough. And Ms. Sparks was a kind woman. I liked her. However, I’m sure that she and Mr. Babu had plenty of other clients.”

Beats waited a second so some tension would build, then spoke softly. “Yours was the last case they worked together. In fact, it was the only case they worked together in the last year and a half.”

Again, Maria took her time thinking before responding. “What do you want from me?”

“I want to know what you think. Did Vitaly kill your lawyer?”

Maria started shaking her head as if she’d been plugged in. “Vitaly would never kill anyone. He’s much too practical to take that kind of risk.”

That was a reason Beats had never heard before. She appreciated the candor and replied with a soft voice. “The Godfather never killed anyone either. He had his people do it.”

Maria’s face crinkled. “You think Vitaly is some kind of Russian mob boss?”

“Isn’t he?”

“No. Absolutely not,” she scoffed. “He’s a programmer, not a gangster.”

Okay, Beats noted. Not the Godfather, the Godfather’s hacker. She decided to try a different approach. “If it were you rather than Tanya Sparks who’d been strangled in your bed, would you want me looking at Vitaly?”

“That’s different. When a wife gets strangled it’s always the husband. You should be looking at Sparks’s husband, not her clients.”

“Why is that? Why is it always the husband? Tell me. I’ve never been married.”

Maria studied Beats’s face before answering. “Consider these truths about human nature,” she said before holding up three fingers. “One: couples sometimes get on each other’s nerves. Two: men are violent by nature and explosive on occasion. Three: everyone makes mistakes in the heat of the moment. When those three occur simultaneously, wives tend to end up injured or dead.”

“You’ve given that a lot of thought.”

“I have a lot of divorced friends.”

“Smart ladies. Where does Vitaly get his money?”

“He’s a security consultant. He knows how to keep networks safe from intruders. Companies pay good money for his stress tests and system upgrades.”

“But companies don’t pay for those off the books. On the books, your ex earns $220,000 a year as a security consultant. Where did the rest of the money come from?”

That observation stalled their conversational momentum. Maria stared out at the water for a while. When she turned back toward Beats, her ice-blue eyes looked steely gray. “You’re wasting your time with me, Detective.”

“Am I?”

“You are. Either my husband is innocent, in which case I can’t help you, or my husband just had two people killed to protect his guilty secret, in which case I’d be a fool to help you. In either case, I have nothing for you.”

Beats couldn’t argue with that, and she didn’t need to. She had enough for now.

She wrote her name and number on a piece of notepaper, assuming that a Pleasanton PD card would immediately be torn and flushed. “I’m sorry you feel that way. I won’t take up any more of your time today. Here’s my cell phone in case you think of anything that might help me help you.”

Maria accepted the note, then popped up and escorted Beats to the door. “I really don’t believe Vitaly would have killed Tanya. She beat him fair and square. The loss infuriated Vitaly, but he didn’t feel cheated. He moved on. My friends would say you’d be wise to do the same, Detective.”











Chapter 25

Rough Message




WHEN I ENDED OUR CONVERSATION by asking Alex the paralegal if he’d slept with my wife, he had not reacted like a guilty man. He also hadn’t attempted to break my nose, which didn’t surprise me. He struck me as more scholarly than pugilistic. The fact that I had six inches and sixty pounds on him probably didn’t hurt.

I was less confident that attorney Igor Akmerov would resist that impulse, given that I planned on slipping into his gunmetal gray Maserati convertible outside the Oakland branch of Gold’s Gym.

After leaving Alex at the Walnut Creek BART station, I’d returned to the garage beneath Cemya Law just in time to see Igor pulling out of his parking spot. I’d dashed to my car once he was out of sight, attempted to follow, and got lucky. He was still at the intersection as I pulled onto the road. I’d followed him in rush-hour traffic to his gym and waited for him to emerge, all the while hoping that Igor would leave as he’d come, with the top and windows down.

He pointed his key fob at the car while walking my way, setting the Maserati’s transformation into motion.

I went for it.

I didn’t know much about Igor. Our previous interactions had all been superficial and brief. But what I did recall was that he slipped his Russian National Youth Boxing Champion accolade into most conversations with a skill I’d otherwise only seen employed by Harvard graduates.

I managed to catch his fist before it connected only because of my priming and his awkward positioning. It was a powerful, reflexive jab that might well have left me unconscious had it connected. “Igor! It’s Felix Sparks. Tanya’s husband.”

“What the hell are you doing?”

“I’m investigating my wife’s murder.”

The upside of my approach was that it got me in Akmerov’s car where the scent of his hair would be detectable. The downside of my approach was that it added a lot of emotional noise to the boxing attorney’s expressions. Nonetheless, I studied his face for a primal flinch of fear.

Rather than a fearful flash, I saw understanding and empathy in Igor’s eyes, so I added, “I need your help.”

“What can I do?”

“Tell me who you think did it.”

“How would I know?”

“You’re an attorney. You make your living off keen observational skills and a powerful analytical mind. Do me and my kids a solid. Call up what you know and share your calculations. Tell me who you think might have killed my wife.”

“You’re asking a divorce attorney who likely killed a woman who’d just initiated divorce?”

“She never told me. I only learned about the filing after she passed.”

Igor’s expression softened a bit.

“I know how it looks. But I’m asking a man who I know to be capable of original thought to use his knowledge to think originally.”

Akmerov worked his jaw muscles.

I kept sniffing the air like a cocaine addict. Nothing but sweat registered.

“Our clients tend to be very emotional. They get angry. I see the look in their eyes when opposing counsel spouts lies, particularly about their relationships with their children. I have no doubt that in the heat of a hearing some would love nothing more than to slam a hammer through those lying mouths and into their conniving brains. But that’s all in the passion of the moment. An instinctive reaction to being gagged while getting screwed. Those feelings quickly dissipate once the hearing ends.”

“Every time?”

“As attorneys, it’s our job to keep our clients on a healthy track. We redirect their passion toward the next legal move. That gives them a disarming glimmer of hope and a few months to cool down.”

“What about mentally ill clients?”

“Cemya doesn’t take those on. We screen our clients carefully. Contentious divorces tend to drag on for years, so we only accept clients we’re comfortable living with, so to speak.”

“Yeah, but what about their spouses?”

“Fair point. But those would come up around the water cooler, and I don’t recall Tanya mentioning any. Nobody had her spooked.”

“She never asked you to walk her to her car?”

“No. Are we done? I need a shower.”

“What are you hiding from me, Igor?”

“Look, man. I’m sorry for your loss. Tanya was great. But I have no idea who killed her. My best guess is the one you don’t want to hear.”

“One last question.”

“Shoot.”

“Were you sleeping with her?”

“Man, get the fuck out of my car.”

I did.

The Maserati’s fat tires only missed my toes by an inch as Akmerov backed out. He didn’t speed off, however. He sat there for a few beats shaking his head to some internal monologue while his fingers worked his phone until finally he gestured toward a picture displayed on the dashboard screen. “Look at this.”

I looked. Igor had called up a picture of people playing sand volleyball at a park. I immediately recognized Tanya. Then Igor and Alex. There looked to be about ten people in total, so it wasn’t just members of the firm. As I leaned in for a better view, Akmerov clocked me in the jaw with a swift right jab.

“It’s always the husband,” he said before powering up his window and speeding away.

Akmerov was strong and he knew how to punch. That was for damn sure. But the power of punches comes from the legs, hips, back, and shoulders. Strapped into the Maserati’s bucket seat, Igor had nothing but arm available. He’d known that, of course. He’d been exercising his frustration, not going for a knockout. I’d be sore and I’d probably swell a bit, but only my pride was damaged. I had been stupid to fall for the old look-at-this trick.

I stayed put for a minute beneath the fading Oakland sun, digesting the dishes I’d just been served. The words spoken and those unsaid. The body language. The facial expressions. Had Igor killed Tanya? Probably not. Did he know who killed her? Probably not. Had he been sleeping with her? The tension sure made it feel that way. Either that or he knew someone who was. Zykin, maybe? If true, would that help my defense or hurt it? I had no idea.

I’d gladly take a punch in the mouth every day if it got me back to my girls. I’d take ten. Twenty. A hundred. Missing them was a much deeper kind of pain, because I knew they were missing me too. They needed me too—even more than I needed them.

I cut off that train of thought. I couldn’t go down that rabbit hole of distraction. I had to complete my mission. I couldn’t take my focus off it, not for a second. To return to them, I had to remain bold and relentless.

I checked my email as soon as I got back to the Jeep, hoping to find a message from Wang. A Google Alert punched me instead.

With the weekend over, the local news reporters were back in action and Tanya’s murder had made the cut. “Police are searching for Felix Sparks, husband of the late Tanya Sparks. Sources say Mr. Sparks, a Federal Air Marshal, misled Pleasanton police officers responding to a 911 call Saturday morning, informing them that Mrs. Sparks was upstairs sleeping at a time when it’s now believed she was already dead.” The story included a picture of us taken on a Hawaiian vacation, forever ruining a favorite photo.

Sitting there in the car, with my wig now off and earrings back in, I ran a search and found no evidence that the story had been picked up by state or national news. That was something. While murders were rare in the Tri-Valley area, there in Oakland they averaged ten per month. Then again, the Oakland victims weren’t typically beautiful wealthy white attorneys who vacationed in Hawaii.

I couldn’t let up despite this dangerous twist. I had to keep pressing forward at full force. At least you’re bald, I told myself as I turned the Jeep back toward Walnut Creek.











Chapter 26

Reflections




I FOUND TWO CARS remaining in Cemya Law spots when I returned at 10:00 pm. Unfortunately, they were the only two cars in that whole section of the garage. Anton Zykin’s black Audi SUV with DISSO4U vanity plates and Dina Demarko’s red Lexus sedan.

The absence of other cars gave me a security problem. I couldn’t afford to let the lawyers know that the fugitive Felix Sparks was driving a white Jeep rather than a silver one. On the other hand, parking elsewhere would leave me looking suspicious while I lurked near their rides.

There was one other car at the opposite end of the garage. Someone who had arrived late and was working late. As it happened to be an SUV, I decided to park behind it for camouflage and then search on foot for an inconspicuous hiding place.

The best concealment I found was behind a support pillar, but it would only hide me from people getting off the elevator. If anyone else happened along from a different direction, they’d see a large man lurking in a dark garage and might naturally suspect that I had mugging on my mind. They’d dial 911 with the speed of a panicked cat, and the police would arrive faster than the average elevator ride. Then, even if I managed to evade and escape, the authorities would have my car and everything in it.

I took that approach off the table. Skulking about would simply be too risky.

I decided to wait in plain sight.

I added a necktie and matching suit coat to the slacks and shirt I was already wearing, then positioned myself with my back to the wall beside the elevators, as if waiting for a colleague who was supposedly descending right behind me. Whenever anyone approached, I’d bury my infamous face in my phone.

The garage was sour, dim and devoid of life. A bit like a bomb shelter, or a large prison cell. Waiting there as if in solitary, I had to fight the feeling that fate was giving me a preview of the rest of my life.

I tried framing the scene as a motivational reminder. Not that I needed a reminder. I missed my kids like prisoners miss the sun.

When that didn’t work, I forced my mind back on topic. This break in the action provided the perfect opportunity to assess my investigation. Question #1 was who had killed Tanya. Answer #1 was blank. I didn’t know. I didn’t even have a good guess.

All I had was the general idea of an upset client or client’s spouse. I gave that a 4 on a 10-point probability scale. Less than 50:50 but not ridiculous. I also had the slightly more specific idea of an irate secret lover. I gave that a 3 on a 10-point scale. While less probable, at least that one was relatively easy to investigate. Finally, I had Wang Wei, a spoiled Chinese princeling with both a good reason to want to see me suffer and the means to make it happen. I gave that a 4, which I figured I could nudge to north of 5 in the jury’s mind with a bit more intel and a photo or two.

The rub was what the prosecution and the jury already “knew,” thanks in part to the slanted news story. Husband of wife contemplating divorce: 8 out of 10. With wife strangled in the marital bed beside her husband: 9. And husband lying to the police before fleeing: 9.9. Even I had to admit, there, to myself, alone in the dim, that given what I knew at that moment, none of my alternate scenarios seemed nearly as likely as my strangling Tanya in a runaway dream.

Did I believe that? No. But was it possible? Could it have happened even though I had absolutely no memory of it or intent or desire to do it? Yes. People experience and forget crazy dreams all the time, and sleepwalkers rarely remember their actions. Maybe I’d dreamed I was subduing a hijacker. It wouldn’t be the first time that happened, just the first time I acted it out in my sleep.

Did that change anything? No. First of all, I didn’t believe it. Second, regardless, I had to give the jury reasonable doubt, one way or another. Even if I had accidentally and unknowingly killed Tanya in the heat of some delusional dream brought on by strains of divorce, my kids still needed me managing their daily lives.

Justice would not be served by punishing me for aggravated sleepwalking. It would do absolutely no good while it wreaked tremendous harm.

I pulled my thoughts back from the dark side of the moon and refocused on a ray of hope. Any minute now, Zykin might emerge from the elevator carrying a familiar scent in his hair. That would change the calculations.

While straining to see the figurative light, I spotted an actual spider in the corner. A furry little guy who had a tidy little web. The sight sent my thoughts down a different direction. He was a creature who’d mastered his craft and created his home with geometric precision. Having done his job, all he had to do was sit back and wait for sustenance to arrive. Or so he thought.

Did bugs know that disaster was a mere flick of a broom away? Was this guy happy, or was he ignorant? For that matter, was all happiness inherently ignorant?

Now there was a depressing thought. I didn’t need any more of those. Perhaps that furry little guy was simply wise enough to live in the moment. Maybe that was Mother Nature’s message.

Still, it astonished me that my life had sunk so far so fast. Had my world always been so fragile? One cruel twist from catastrophe? Was all security an illusion? Was the broom always poised?

I shook my head. Hell no! Life was what you made it. Emphasis on the verb. Survival depended on action and reaction. Humans weren’t arachnids or plants. At least most of us weren’t. I, for one, was going to grab that broom by the handle.

The elevator chose that moment to chime, as if to emphasize the point. I snapped into position. I leaned my shoulder against the wall and pretended to glance down at my phone while projecting an air of casual boredom.

If both Zykin and Demarko got off the elevator, I’d duck into it and be gone before they recognized and confronted me. If just one of them exited, the game was on.











Chapter 27

Car Talk




ONLY ONE PERSON EMERGED from the elevator. She strode past me without a sideward glance, heels tapping on the concrete.

Like Tanya, Dina Demarko was a stunning, married, late-thirties or early-forties Russian woman. She barely cleared five feet in high heels, so I’d never seen her without them. Dina wore the stiletto style that always looked like weapons to my air marshal eyes, although I was certain that in practice they waged far more love than war.

As the other female attorney at Cemya Law, Dina was Tanya’s closest colleague by far, and the only one she ever saw socially. Tanya partially attributed the bonhomie to the fact that they weren’t in competition. There were plenty of clients to go around, and with Zykin at least a decade from retirement, advancement wasn’t on anyone’s mind.

I waited until I saw the flash of her Lexus unlocking before quietly covering the distance to the passenger door. “Dina. It’s Felix.” I smiled and waved.

She was just ducking into her car but straightened at the sound of her name as her hand shot toward her purse. I knew she was going for the Springfield micro-compact she kept there. I’d suggested the Hellcat RDP when she’d asked for my recommendation, and then I taught her how to use it—in heels.

“Felix, hi.” Her voice was strained, her face wary. Perhaps she’d seen the damning news story.

“Sorry to surprise you. I just wanted a quick, private word about Tanya. Will you give me a few minutes?” I gestured toward her car.

Dina used a handbag designed to provide easy access to a concealed carry. She kept her hand poised beside it, although whether consciously or subconsciously I couldn’t tell. “Anton will be down any minute.”

“I figured. I’ll be quick. Please. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t important.”

“Okay.”

I kept the corner of my eye on Dina as I slipped inside. As I’d anticipated, she surreptitiously palmed the Hellcat, then slid it into her door pocket. She did a good job, and I was fine with it. Whatever made her comfortable. I knew she’d never shoot me so it posed no kind of threat.

I turned toward her to the extent my size and the bucket seats would allow, trying to look nonthreatening. I relaxed my face and arms and kept my hands in view. Then I dove in with the direct clarity I knew the lawyer in her would appreciate. “Dina, I’m trying to figure out who killed Tanya. I don’t have much to go on, so I need your help.”

Those two prepared sentences were all I got out before my plan went off the rails. Dina’s hair was emitting the smell I was seeking!

The scent was much stronger than when Tanya brought it into our home. Presumably because it was fresher and we were confined in a small space. My olfactory system reacted like a weak car battery getting a jump. The blast of scent molecules provided the boost it needed to make an identification. In a flash, I knew what it was!

Tanya had smelled like a banya, a Russian sauna. The scent was eucalyptus oil mixed with birch branches.

“How can I help?” Dina asked, her right hand cradling her chin and mouth, her left down by the door pocket.

My mind raced all over the place. I’d been to Tanya’s office. It had no sauna. I was virtually certain there wasn’t a spa in her building either. It was all lawyers and accountants. Maybe an architect and a consultancy or two.

“Felix?” Dina pressed.

“Sorry. This is difficult. Do you have any idea who would have wanted to hurt Tanya?”

“No. I don’t.”

“Surely you’ve incensed some husbands in the course of business? Guys who lost custody of the kids or who got hit with crippling alimony payments?”

“Everybody gets emotional during divorces. And you’re right, everyone in our profession would be dead if looks could kill. But nobody has ever actually threatened me. No one waved a gun or even wrote an anonymous note. I’m pretty sure nobody ever seriously threatened Tanya either. She’d have told me.”

My mind continued racing in different directions. I struggled to restrain it to a single track. “Okay. Let’s set aside anger as a motive. What about secrecy? Tanya told me that during initial client conversations, when wives are eager to hear how much alimony you can get them, they tell you all kinds of things they hope you can turn into leverage. They talk about affairs. Side hustles. Drug use. Anything they think you can use to increase the payout.”

“Sure. That’s a regular and even a predictable part of the process,” Dina said, speaking slowly while mulling it over. “Furthermore, these days everyone claims to be ‘emotionally abused’ by a ‘narcissist.’ But nobody’s ever told me their husband’s a murderer. That’s a whole different level.”

“What about sexual crimes? Aren’t accusations commonplace in custody disputes? Tanya mentioned cases where her client claimed the husband molested a son, daughter, or the babysitter, but she never used names.”

Dina nodded. She was relaxing. “Sure, there’s plenty of that. It’s effective. While it all depends on the judge, generally, if a wife wants full custody of young children, all she has to do is make an allegation and stick to it. The court will then force the husband through years of expensive and exhausting hoops. Psychological evaluations of parents and children. Supervised visits. Tanya and I would never recommend that approach. Seriously, never. It’s bad for the kids and immoral as hell. But there’s plenty of how-to advice on the internet, so our clients often request it.”

“And surely that tactic infuriates the husband?” I pressed.

“Of course. Injustice is a trigger for almost everyone. Unfortunately, the judge senses that anger and it only adds to the wife’s credibility. But Felix, that anger isn’t directed at the attorney.”

“Really?” I said, feeling my own frustration rise. “Even when the attorney is the one presenting it? Even though that lying tactic technically proves to the husband that the opposite is true, that the wife’s the one who’s actually abusing the kids by depriving them of their dad?”

Dina nodded. “Fair point. But your conclusion regarding the reaction is wrong. Think about it this way. There are a hundred million diehard sports fans out there. They watch every game, wear the jerseys, some even get tattoos. But after a big loss, nobody ever kills the other team’s MVP or shoots the referee.”

She had me there. Surely there was precedent for wronged clients going after attorneys. I’d investigate that later. I didn’t need Dina for that.

“Where did you come from, just now?” I asked, hoping to catch her off balance with the non sequitur.

Her flash of fear was brief, but I caught it. “What do you mean?”

“You’re fresh from a banya.”

Another flash, even briefer. “You saw me exit the office elevator.”

“I did. Thus, the mystery.”

“I’ve been here all day, Felix. I never left.”

“Dina, this is my life we’re talking about. And my kids’ lives. Think about Kira and Eva. Tell me the truth. Why did Tanya come home late smelling the way you do now?”

“Felix, you’re stressed out, and I understand that. Completely. I would be feeling that way too. But I can’t help you, so you need to go now.”

I met her eye and softened my gaze. “Okay. Thank you for speaking with me.”

Without another word, I got out of the car and walked toward the elevator.











Chapter 28

Bull




I RAN TO MY CAR and barreled out of the garage, hot on Dina’s trail. I didn’t know the Demarkos’ address, but I knew they lived in Danville. Therefore, I knew she’d be heading south on I-680 out of Walnut Creek.

I spotted her red Lexus shortly after hitting the interstate. There was significant traffic despite the hour, but with four lanes I had plenty of room to maneuver so I dropped back and put a couple of lanes between us. Ten minutes later, Dina took the second Danville exit and headed east, away from the city center.

The roads were winding and wooded, but Dina covered them quickly enough that I didn’t think the presence of a tailing car would cause alarm. When she slowed and a garage door began to open, I turned into the driveway two doors down as if that were my destination. The second Dina’s Lexus was out of sight, I switched off my lights, pulled back into the street, parked beneath a tree, and ran for her garage door.

If Dina called the police, I was screwed. Hiding would not be easy given the absence of activity on those long, meandering roads.

Demarko’s awareness of my precarious legal predicament would turn the next few minutes into a tightrope act. I was setting myself up for a big fall if I didn’t exert exactly the right amount of pressure on precisely the right place.

“Dina, just one more question,” I blurted while breaking the beam of her closing garage door. I could have stepped over it, but I didn’t want her to feel trapped. For the same reason, I moved to the passenger side of her car.

“You followed me!”

“I had another question. I’m desperate, Dina. My daughters’ lives are at stake here.”

She sighed. I couldn’t see her hands, but I was certain the Hellcat was now in her grasp. “Go ahead. Ask your question.”

“What made Tanya smell like a banya when she came home late?”

“How would I know?”

I saw her realize that I’d know the answer, so I just kept my eyes on hers and waited.

After a few seconds, her shoulders slumped, and she spoke softly. “Anton owns the penthouse condo. It has a banya.”

The revelation made me feel like an idiot. An excited idiot. I’d forgotten that the building wasn’t all office space. You couldn’t tell from the outside, and the entrance to the condos was through a different lobby on the opposite side.

“Does he live there?”

“No. It’s an investment. He rents it out on Airbnb. But sometimes we use it when it’s not rented. To unwind after a tough day.”

“When you say, ‘we use it,’ who exactly do you mean?”

“Me and Tanya.”

“And Zykin.”

“No, just the girls.”

“You went up there tonight, by yourself, while Anton was in the office.”

Dina shrugged.

“Tanya never told me about the banya. Why do you think that was?”

Again, Dina shrugged. “You guys were having marital problems. I’m sure there were a lot of things she didn’t tell you.”

During the drive over, I’d struggled to remember Dina’s husband’s name. He had a common Russian one. I was pretty sure it was Andrey. I wanted the power that came with that information, so I decided to risk it. “Does Andrey know about your after-hours banyas?”

Her gaze hardened. “What do you want, Felix?”

“I want the truth. My wife is dead, and my children are going to be orphaned if I don’t figure out who killed her.”

“What does that have to do with a banya?”

“Maybe nothing. Maybe everything. Someone killed my wife for an undisclosed reason. In order to figure out the who and the why, I’m looking into her secrets. An affair with the boss is a big secret. It puts all kind of unpredictable forces into play, and multiple options on the table.”

“I don’t know who killed Tanya. But I assure you it had nothing to do with … with that situation.”

“So you say.”

Dina stood there, frozen, fighting with herself. Then, like the attorney she was, she made a decision and opened her car door. “Get in.”

I got in.

“If I tell you things, they have to stay between us.”

“I’m not going to be talking to anyone about any of this unless it leads me to Tanya’s killer. If you’re confident the two aren’t connected, then you have nothing to worry about.”

“I love my husband.”

“I believe you.”

“We’ve been married for fifteen years.”

I nodded. Waited.

“You know how things get after that much time. There’s nothing new. Nothing exciting.”

“And Anton is new and exciting? Or is it Igor? Or both?”

Dina looked away. “Do you know what the other lawyers call Anton? The attorneys at other firms?”

“I have no idea.”

“They call him Toro.”

I thought I got the picture. I didn’t like it, so I went with my second guess instead. “Because he’s aggressive?”

Dina shook her head. “Because he’s built like a bull.”

“How would they know?” I asked, wanting Tanya’s infidelity accomplice to squirm.

“The courthouse bathroom. He likes to stand beside opposing counsel and press his advantage, so to speak. It’s an intimidation tactic you’ll understand better than I can.”

“Sounds to me like you understand it just fine.” I immediately regretted the jibe, but a bell couldn’t be unrung.

Dina began to blush as we got out of her car, but then her emotions went a different direction. “Toro isn’t just an anatomical reference,” she said, her voice now taunting. “The nickname is also a nod to Anton’s stamina.”











Chapter 29

Killer Secret




IN BEATS’S EXPERIENCE, police officers disliked working with FBI agents. The Feds are the varsity team of law enforcement, and they always find a way of making municipal officers feel junior. They have more money, more toys, more secrecy, more jurisdiction, better benefits, and bigger egos. But Beats had made a friend in the FBI’s Sacramento office when she helped with the investigation that took down a human trafficking ring, earning her contact a promotion.

Now Beats was the one looking for help. She was making an early-morning two-hour drive to a Sacramento suburb in search of some cooperation. She needed everything the FBI had on Vitaly Meski.

Since Meski had no arrest record, whatever the Bureau possessed would likely fall under the umbrella of an ongoing investigation, meaning the Feds would be extremely reluctant to share. They wouldn’t want the junior varsity team making a mess on their field. Fortunately, Special Agent Rachel Rhodes knew Detective Beatrice Dubrey to be a pro.

Beats was about ten minutes from Rachel’s office when Zsa Zsa called to check in. They were doing the divide-and-conquer thing, with Zsa Zsa attempting to locate Felix Sparks while she worked on undermining his straw man defense. “Morning, partner.”

“How’d it go last night with Ms. Meski?”

“She says her ex didn’t kill Sparks. She asserts that he wasn’t that mad and that in any case he’s not that kind of guy.”

“Good. But…”

“She’s clearly aware that he’s connected to people with whom one would not want to mess. She tried to warn me off.”

“So now you’re worried Felix can claim the mob killed his wife.”

“I figure that as a Federal Air Marshal he might have a law enforcement connection willing to testify about the Russian mob’s vicious tactics.”

Zsa Zsa spent a second processing before asking, “How are we going to trump that?”

“I’m calling on one of my own connections—at the FBI.”

“Nice! San Francisco or Sacramento?”

“Sacramento. The field office is actually in Roseville. I’m five minutes out.”

“You drove instead of calling? That’s probably smart. You might wrangle something face to face.”

“That’s my hope. You having any luck?”

“None. There’s been no sign of Sparks or his car, physically or electronically, since he pulled $30,000 from the bank the morning of.”

“The news story should help. Stay on it. Either we’ll get lucky or he’ll screw up.”

“Will do. Good luck with the Feds.”

Beats had never been to the FBI’s new Sacramento Field Office, but catching sight of it she understood why it was all the way out in Roseville. A combination of security and privacy.

The modern 120,000-square-foot building stood all alone on eleven acres of flat, open land. In that regard, it reminded her of another kind of federal building: a prison.

As a detective, Beats dressed the same as her FBI counterparts, in dark conservative suits. Like them, she carried a badge and a government-issued Glock 19. She hoped that broader same-team similarity combined with their productive past would gain her candor and cooperation from Rachel.

Entering the lobby, Beats couldn’t help comparing Rachel’s office building to her own. Police headquarters resemble schools and libraries, albeit with an additional layer of security. All three are basic government buildings. Their form follows their function. FBI field offices, by contrast, are more like corporate headquarters, especially in their lobbies. As symbols of American might, they’re built to awe and impress.

Beats was still admiring the architecture when Special Agent Rhodes entered to collect her. As they shook hands over smiles, Rachel said, “We’ll head upstairs. The coffee’s better. My ASAC considers himself an aficionado.”

She badged the elevator, which took them to the third floor and the cybersecurity wing. Aside from badge readers on every door, the decor was typical for Class A office space. White walls and subtly patterned dark blue and gray carpet tiles. It was nice, but a lot less special than the lobby.

Rhodes’s office suite had a dozen workspaces in an open layout, sandwiched by a conference room at one end and the ASAC’s office at the other. Directly in front of the door, a long worktable separated the twelve workspaces six to a side. The far wall was all windows, the door wall was covered with the modern equivalent of whiteboards and corkboards except for a large, high-end, automatic coffee machine of the type Beats had seen only in fancy hotel restaurants and luxury auto dealer waiting rooms.

Rhodes followed her gaze. “Confiscated during a raid on a fraudulent charity call center and subsequently put to use fueling future operations. The ASAC springs for good beans.”

“Nice.”

They filled two navy blue mugs emblazoned with the FBI crest and took them to the conference room.

Rhodes opened the conversation with, “You’re interested in Vitaly Meski.”

“That’s right.”

“We know him the way we know all foreign nationals who work in security consulting, which is to say there’s a thin, basic file on him.”

“Thin?” Beats said, picking up on the operative word.

“He hasn’t come to our attention as part of an investigation, so we haven’t looked into him. May I know the nature of your interest?”

“He’s an unlikely suspect in a murder investigation. I’m covering a base to avoid a successful straw man defense.”

Rhodes pondered that for a second while sipping her coffee. “Why’d you make the two-hour drive from Pleasanton instead of picking up the phone, if that’s all there is to it?”

Beats explained the divorce, the MSA, and the Babu disappearance.

“So, you haven’t spoken to Mr. Meski yet?”

“No. I wanted to consult you first. I was hoping you could give me some leverage. Enough to bluff with, if nothing else. How would a guy like Meski be making money on the side?”

Rachel set down her mug. “He’s an internet security consultant. He protects servers from digital intrusions the way a traditional security consultant protects buildings from physical intrusions. As is the case with physical locks, alarms, and surveillance systems, expertise works both ways.”

“Meaning that in learning to keep people out, they learn how to break in?”

“Exactly.”

“How would he monetize that skill?”

“Used to be, guys like him would break in and play with the accounting system. One guy inserted a $0.02 service charge on every credit card transaction processed by a major retailer. That one wasn’t detected for over a year and many millions of transactions. Another guy changed the payable bank accounts on all the materials suppliers to a major construction firm, so the next month it sent all the payments to his overseas account. I could go on.”

“You think that’s what Meski’s doing?”

“Could be, but that’s not the hottest game in town. Particularly among Russians.”

Beats leaned in. “What game is that?”

“The one making headlines…,” Rhodes teased.

Beats hated being put on the spot. She listened to the news, but cybersecurity wasn’t her thing.

Rhodes helped. “It’s not just companies that are being targeted. It’s hospitals and universities and even entire cities.”

“Ransomware?”

“Ransomware,” Rhodes confirmed. “Think about it. Suppose someone effectively took your phone and your computer away, meaning you couldn’t use them or access any of the data on them. What would you pay to get them back?”

Beats thought about it. “A lot. At least the cost of a new phone and computer.”

“Now apply that to a multi-million or even multi-billion-dollar operation with hundreds or thousands of employees, and then put yourself in the CEO’s shoes, knowing that every hour is both crushing your reputation and costing you productivity.”

“Yeah, they’d have me but good. I’d want to act quickly.”

“And quietly, to avoid bad PR,” Rachel stressed.

“How do you catch them?” Beats asked, hoping to learn of some powerful new legal statute.

“That’s the rub. We have moderate success in tracking and identifying the perpetrators, although often only after the cryptocurrency has been transferred and the software unlocked. But there’s nothing we can do with that information if it leads us to Moscow or Saint Petersburg, as is the case three out of four times.”

“Why not?” Beats asked, even though she was sure she knew the answer.

“Putin gives cybercriminals freedom to operate in Russia, so long as they follow his two rules.”

“And what are those?”

“They can’t target anyone in the motherland, and they must do favors for the state, whenever requested.”

Beats recalled the global chaos wreaked by Russia’s clever Petya and NotPetya attacks. “I see. But Meski isn’t in Russia. He’s here. You could arrest him.”

Rachel shook her head. “Guys like him aren’t involved in the ransoming effort. They work the intel side of the business. They feed targets to the Moscow operation, companies they’ve identified as having vulnerable systems with backups that can be wiped out or compromised, if they exist at all.”

“They need a local guy for that?”

“It helps. These days foreign IP addresses tend to trigger additional security protocols, particularly those from hacker hotspots like China and Russia. But that’s not the real benefit of having someone like Meski on commission.”

“No? What is?”

“Password procurement.”

Beats raised her eyebrows, encouraging Rachel to expound.

“Say your job is feeding targets to a Russian ransomware operation. How do you go about getting them?”

“Tell me.”

Rhodes smiled conspiratorially. “First thing you do is base yourself in a target-rich environment with lots of domestic flights, like the Bay Area. Then you go looking for companies that use one of the software systems you know to be vulnerable. That’s easy enough if you know what you’re doing.”

“Go on,” Beats said, enthralled.

“The trick is getting inside the system without raising an alarm. Hacking in often alerts the target to your intentions, which leads to systems upgrades. It’s much more effective to sneak past the doorman with legitimate logon credentials.”

“Username and password?”

“Correct.”

“How does Meski get those?”

“How would you, Detective?”

Beats had experience with data breaches where passwords were stolen, and spray-and-pray phishing scams where fraud was attempted, but Rhodes was talking about something more targeted. The logon credentials for someone working at a specific company.

She figured the tactic had to involve having someone on location, otherwise the operation could be conducted from Moscow. What would she do if she needed a specific person’s username and password?

Beats was running scenarios through her head as fast as she could in an effort to impress the FBI when the obvious struck her. Babu had needed Meski’s password. To get it, he’d installed a camera above Meski’s desk. He’d done that with Maria’s help, but Vitaly wouldn’t have insider assistance when trying to steal passwords. Plus, breaking and entering was risky, and not really the style of a cybercriminal.

“I’d find a way to look over the shoulder of an employee while they were logging in.”

“How?”

“Either with a telescope or a hidden camera.”

“Bingo! Battery-powered security cameras are small and cheap. Hiding a few in a coffee shop or airport lounge is like setting snares in the woods. You can sit there and watch the camera feeds while safely sipping a latte across the room. All you need is one hit a month to score big. Catch one a week and you’re rolling in it.”

“How would you do that? Hide the cameras in coffee shops, I mean?”

“Easy. I’d look for places where laptops are likely to be used and leave a camera concealed in a covered coffee cup facing that way from a shelf or windowsill. Hell, you can hide a camera in plain sight by just plugging a spare cellphone into a charger someplace where it can be properly angled.”

“And if a camera is discovered?”

“You just walk away.”

Of course. That was so cheap and simple it was scary. “What’s a ransomware attack worth?”

“Most ransomware demands are for $1 to $2 million, but they end up settling for half that. If Meski gets ten percent, that’s $50,000 to $100,000 per score.”

“No wonder it’s the hottest game in town.”

“Better yet, for guys like Meski it’s risk free. Given his internet security skills, and with the rest of the operation in Moscow, it would be almost impossible to link him to the crime. At worst he’s looking at a misdemeanor for invasion of privacy.”

“Wow. Thank you, Rachel.”

“Glad I could help. Now you see why we have nothing on him, and why there’s a good chance he’s involved.”

“That’s not all I see.”

Rachel raised her chin as a prompt.

“I see a secret worth killing to protect.”











Chapter 30

Chutzpah




BEATS’S FIRST IMPRESSION of Vitaly Meski was that he was no typical programmer. She’d met plenty of those over the course of her career, given the high percentage of Pleasanton residents who worked in Silicon Valley. Programmers tended to be quiet, cerebral, and introverted. The good ones were satisfied staring at a screen while creating code for ten hours a day. The great ones were excited to do so.

Meski didn’t fit the mold. He had fire in his belly and strong social skills. She’d sensed both the moment he’d opened the front door. Before leaving, she hoped to determine if that fire burned hot enough to kill.

As Vitaly gestured her toward a seat in his home office, Beats couldn’t help but glance at the ceiling and wonder where Babu had placed his camera. Had it been in the air vent? Or concealed among the many books shelved behind his desk?

“How can I help the Pleasanton PD?” Meski asked, once they were both seated.

“A couple of people who recently crossed your path in an adversarial manner are no longer with us. That’s probably a coincidence, but it would help us to move on with our investigation if you would account for your whereabouts the night of July 7 and morning of July 8.”

Meski moved toward his computer then stopped himself. “Wait. That one’s easy. I was on Maui. Went there for the week. Flew Alaska Airlines and stayed at the Grand Wailea.” He rubbed his belly, then added with a smile. “Still working off the luau.”

Beats doubted there were more than a few extra ounces on Meski’s waist. He was one of those guys who made bald look good by being ripped. Thick, muscular neck and forearms peeking out from a fitted shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Plus lively gray eyes and good teeth. He had a rack of heavy dumbbells and a pair of pushup bars right there in his office.

“You work out here or at a gym?”

“Both. And in-between,” he added with a flash of his thick eyebrows. “I bike or jog the Iron Horse Trail to the Bay Club a couple of times a week.”

“You a morning or evening workout guy?”

“Morning. First thing.”

“Drink a protein shake when you’re back?”

“You got it. Speaking of which, where are my manners? Can I get you anything to drink? Anything at all?”

“I’m fine, thanks. Actually, I was expecting a different question.”

The eyebrows went back up.

“You didn’t ask me who died. I told you that a couple of people who recently crossed your path in an adversarial manner are no longer with us, and you didn’t ask me who.”

“You also asked me where I was the night of July 7. From that I inferred that they left us July 7. If it were anyone I cared about, I’d have heard about their passing by now.”

“So you’re not the curious type?”

“I try to keep focused on the things that really matter and ignore the rest. Speaking of which, now that we’ve determined that I couldn’t have done the deed, are we done?”

“I’m afraid your alibi doesn’t really change things. Murder for hire will still get you life in prison. And the first murder was two months earlier. Did you go to Hawaii back in May as well?”

Meski just stared at her.

“Or anywhere else? Alaska perhaps.”

“This is ridiculous. I didn’t kill anybody or pay to have anyone killed.”

“I don’t know, Vitaly. You see, the two people in question are your wife’s attorney, Tanya Sparks, and her investigator, Fredo Babu.”

“So?”

“So I asked myself: who would want them both dead? Then I started running scenarios. One stood out. Would you like to hear it?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“Suppose that during the divorce discovery process, investigator Babu learns that his client’s spouse has a side hustle. A very lucrative, very illegal side hustle. One so large that the spouse’s legitimate business is negligible by comparison.

“In that case, Babu would inform his employer, Mrs. Sparks, what he’d learned, and she would use it to get her client a marital settlement which takes the side hustle into account. You follow?”

Meski clenched his jaw. “That’s a lot of supposing, Detective.”

“It is. And I’m just getting started. This is a great outcome for the client, who gets an extra seven-figure payout. And it’s good for the attorney, who’s hauling in $400 an hour and can probably bump that closer to $500 when word gets out about the great settlements she gets. But it’s hardly life changing for the investigator. Unless—and here’s where it gets interesting—unless he uses what he’s learned to blackmail the hustling husband.

“Now, this investigator is no moron, but he’s not better than the FBI either. So he misses a crucial connection during his background check and proceeds to make his move completely unaware of the fact that the husband is actually in bed with a major Russian ransomware operation. You see the problem there, Vitaly. The peril?”

Vitaly said nothing.

“The problem is that little Fredo Babu isn’t just threatening Joe Hacker, he’s threatening the Russian Bratva. And you know what happens to people who threaten the Bratva?”

“Nobody ever hears from them again,” Vitaly replied.

“Exactly. And in this case, nobody cares either. Mr. Babu had no family here, no ties to the community. He goes missing and nobody even notices. They figure he just moved on. And they’re right. Nobody investigates until the lawyer is also killed.”

“Killed, or unaccounted for, like Babu?” Vitaly asked.

“Strangled. In her bed. Beside her sleeping husband. Normally, it would have been a perfect frame. It’s always the husband, after all. And as such, the investigation would normally have stopped long before the Babu connection was made. But in this case, the killer caught a bit of bad luck.”

Meski cracked his knuckles. “As I said, that’s an awful lot of speculation, Detective Dubrey. Unfortunately for you, it has nothing to do with me. As I already told you, I had nothing against Mrs. Sparks. She was a beautiful and talented Russian woman. Plus, I was in Hawaii when she was murdered.

“As for the investigator, well, a guy like Mr. Babu spends his days digging around in dirty laundry bins. He learns a lot of secrets, and some secrets are dangerous. Sounds to me like curiosity killed the cat. Assuming he’s dead and not back in Delhi or wherever it was he came from.

“You’ve got nothing, Detective. Certainly nothing tying either tragedy to me. My divorce ended amicably months ago. I bet you’re having this same speculative conversation with everyone that little weasel spied on. You’re just fishing, hoping someone will bite.”

“Actually, you’re the only suspect.”

Meski flinched. It was barely perceptible, a microexpression, but Beats caught the dilation of his eyes and the ripple of tension that crossed his face. “If I’m your only suspect, then you are a waste of taxpayer money.”

Beats forced a smile. “If I were you, Vitaly, I’d be asking questions rather that throwing insults.”

Meski stared.

Beats stared back.

“All right. I’ll bite, if that’s what it takes to move this along. Why am I the only suspect?”

“Because your case was the only case Mrs. Sparks and Mr. Babu worked on together.”

Another crack of the knuckles. “Look, Detective. You ask me, Babu got what he had coming. He played a risky game, and he stepped on a lot of toes. Big toes. But the lawyer. No. No way. I’m sorry to hear about her. She was cute and she was good and she was Russian. I have nothing against her.

“I have nothing against you either, Detective. Not yet. In fact, I rather like you, Beatrice. You’ve got chutzpah. So I’m going to do you a favor. My assistant and I are going to close the case for you, right here, right now.”











Chapter 31

How Crazy?




BEATS SAT UP IN HER CHAIR, supposedly to show interest, but actually to ensure that she’d have unimpeded access to the sidearm holstered beneath her left breast. She was thrilled and intrigued by Vitaly’s promise to solve her case on the spot, but his reference to an assistant left her rattled. “I thought we were alone.”

Meski flashed her a smug smile. “Hey, Alexa, what’s the conviction rate on murder in the United States?”

The speaker on Meski’s desk came back with an almost instantaneous reply. “In the most recent data available from the FBI, the clearance rate hit an all-time low of just over fifty percent. That means that about half of all murders in the United States today go unsolved.”

Meski turned back toward Beats. “Ever wonder why the solve rate on murders is historically low, given that we can’t walk ten steps these days without appearing on camera and shedding DNA?”

“I’m sure you’ll tell me.”

Meski smiled and turned back toward the speaker. “Alexa, what do police officers in Pleasanton, California, earn?”

“According to Intuit Mint, salaries of police officers in Pleasanton, California, range from $77,500 to $172,000, with an average of $119,500 per year.”

Meski rocked his head from side to side. “A hundred and twenty grand ain’t bad for government work, but how does it stack up against organized crime? Let’s use your example of ransomware. Alexa, what’s the average ransomware demand?”

“According to cybersecurity researchers at Palo Alto Networks, the average ransom demand made following a ransomware attack has risen to $2.2 million. The average ransom paid in 2021 was $541,000.”

“Half-a-million bucks, and that’s not per year, that’s per attack,” Meski clarified, while nodding as if impressed. “You get a smart, dedicated group of guys and I bet they could crank out a couple of those a month. Makes for some interesting math.”

He turned back toward the speaker. “Alexa, who carries out most ransomware attacks?”

“According to the BBC, new analysis suggests that seventy-four percent of all money made through ransomware attacks in 2021 went to Russia-linked hackers.”

“Fancy that. Looks like we Russians are still the best at a thing or two. That’s good to know.

“Say, before I forget, could I get your business card, Beatrice?”

Beats pulled one from her shirt pocket and handed it over without thinking. Her mind was still reeling.

Meski photographed the card, not with the phone on his desk but rather using a different one that he pulled from a drawer. He proceeded to forward the picture along with a short text, which he immediately deleted. “Thank you. Now, if I happen to remember anything later, I’ll be able to pass it on. Anyway, let me bring this math lesson full circle for you. Alexa, what does a contract killing cost?”

“According to a study by the Australian Institute of Criminology involving 162 contract murders and attempted contract murders in Australia between 1989 and 2002, payments varied from $5,000 to $30,000 per killing, with an average of $15,000.”

“Well, there you have it, Detective. A measly $15,000 to get somebody whacked. If I were a guy who hired killers, I wouldn’t be paying $4,000 a month in alimony, would I?”

Beats said nothing.

“You don’t need to answer that, Detective, but I think you’ll want to take a shot at answering this next one yourself.” Meski paused there for dramatic effect before meeting her eye. “Knowing that assassinations cost just $15,000, how crazy would a cop have to be to put herself between the Bratva and a million bucks a month, for a job that pays just $120,000 a year?”

Beats didn’t respond.

Meski spread his hands. “Now you have the answer to the question about why the murder clearance rate is so low.”

Beats saw his point but didn’t say so.

Meski pressed on. “Like I told you, Detective, I’m no killer. I didn’t touch Babu and I wished Mrs. Sparks only the best. But as a Russian, I know a thing or two about how the Bratva operates. Trust me when I tell you you’d be a fool to mess with them, especially for money that’s less than life changing. Those guys give more thought to a wine list than an execution order. You absolutely, positively, do not want to make them see you as a threat.”

Meski paused there, raising his right index finger and canting his head. “You know, come to think of it, I heard that the Russian Chamber of Commerce is looking for part-time consultants. Working with them would make you an insider, and thus untouchable, even by the Bratva. Word is they pay top dollar for talented detectives like you.”

He studied her face for a second, then grabbed a pen and paper and scribbled a single line. “Their email is easy to remember. You should reach out, if you’re feeling diplomatic. Tell them Vitaly sent you.”

Beats read the note. DoubleYourIncome@rambler.ru.

Meski smiled. “Consider that my good deed for the day, Detective. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do, and you have a big decision to make.”











Chapter 32

Good Call




The previous evening




ABOUT THE ONLY THING a guy wants to hear less than news that his wife’s been cheating on him is the news that his wife’s been cheating on him with an insatiable man built like a bull. But my feelings were ambivalent.

First and foremost, Tanya was dead, and it was hard to be upset with a dead person you loved. I knew I’d be spending years processing her affair and how it made me feel, so I tried not to obsess over mental images at that moment.

More important were the implications for the murder investigation. On the one hand, Detective Dubrey and the district attorney would be thrilled to learn that Tanya was cheating on me. The jury would practically applaud when the prosecutor pinned that motive to my heart. On the other hand, I only learned of Tanya’s affair after she was dead. Her colleague and fellow officer of the court knew that to be true.

The problem was that Dina would refuse to testify because she wouldn’t want her husband to learn of the situation. If I tried to force her testimony, she’d likely threaten to lie. Net-net, I had nothing — unless I could implicate the bull in Tanya’s murder. Boy, would that feel good.

Those torments and titillations came as I was parked on a residential cul-de-sac, attempting to sleep in the back of my Jeep. The sleeping wasn’t going well, but my analytical neurons seemed to be firing just fine, so I didn’t mind.

My investigation remained directed at two objectives. The first was identifying Tanya’s killer. The second was convincing either the district attorney or a jury that I wasn’t Tanya’s killer. The two targets overlapped, but not entirely.

At the end of the day, the second objective mattered most, as it would keep me out of jail and able to raise my daughters.

Reflecting on what I’d learned, I was now reasonably sure that Tanya had not been killed by her lover. With that avenue of escape closed off, I was left with convincing a jury that Tanya was either murdered by Wang to wreak revenge on me or strangled by an enraged divorcé.

Until I established contact with Wang, that straw man would remain thin and wispy. As for identifying an enraged divorcé, my only remaining source was the man who’d been bedding my wife.

Lying there, looking up at the stars through the sunroof, it occurred to me that I might have the means to secure both Zykin’s best efforts in identifying Tanya’s killer, and his assistance in selling that story to a jury.

I created a new Airbnb account using my burner phone number, email, a fake name, and a Visa debit card. Then I searched for rentals in Tanya’s office building. There were three, but only one was a penthouse, and it boasted a steam sauna.

The photos led me to believe that Zykin had furnished it with the help of a designer. It had a clean European feel. Lots of wood and stone tastefully accented by the greenery of good artificial plants. The minimalist, earth-toned furniture appeared to have all come from the same chic catalog.

The unit had no minimum rental period, but the cleaning fee equaled a day’s rent, encouraging longer stays. The cancellation policy offered a full refund with 48 hours’ notice, and it was available tomorrow!

Before booking, I went online to confirm that I could put my plan into action. A quick search revealed both that the International Spy Shop in San Francisco would be open and that it carried the product I needed.

Satisfied with what I found, I booked not only the next night, but also every third day until my deadline. Then, content with my progress, I drifted off to restless dreams of farm animals.

The buzzing of a phone roused me long before dawn. It took me a moment to orient myself and another to find the active phone. The culprit was the burner I’d labeled with a W for Wang. China! I needed time to wake my mind but had to answer immediately lest he hang up. “Hello.”

“Mr. Sparks?” a man with a Chinese accent asked.

“Yes.”

“My boss got your message. Do you understand?”

Did I understand what? Who he was? That he’d received the message? Was he acknowledging my apology and moving on? That was no good. “I’m very glad to hear that. May we please set up a time to speak? A videoconference?”

“No videoconference.”

“Please! It’s important that we speak face to face. A question of honor,” I added, hoping that would resonate.

“Yes, face to face. Tonight. If Mr. Wang can meet, I call you back with location.”

“Location where? In San Francisco? Is Mr. Wang in San Francisco?”

The caller disconnected.











Chapter 33

Ernie’s Best




THE INTERNATIONAL SPY SHOP in San Francisco catered to both residents and tourists. Located a block up from Fisherman’s Wharf on a prominent corner made all the more flashy by a three-story semicircular glass storefront and lots of catchy signage, it struck me as a cross between a magic shop and an electronics store.

Endless glass display cases offered everything from cheap gizmos with Spy Shop logos to high-end electronic devices and personal security accessories. Bug detectors, security scanners, stun guns, pepper spray, and of course the kind of item I’d come for: covert video cameras.

I ignored the youthful help and homed in on the old guy watching from the corner. He had wispy white hair and a tidy pointed beard complete with mustache and goatee. His gray eyes sparkled as I approached.

“I need four miniature Wi-Fi video cameras that will last at least three days on a charge.”

The man held out his hand. “I’m Ernie. You need audio?”

“That would be nice but isn’t required.”

“For indoor or outdoor use?”

“Indoor.”

“Just a temporary placement?”

“Yup.”

“Follow me.”

He led me to a counter on the third floor where he promptly produced eight boxes: four medium-sized, four small. He opened one of the larger boxes and extracted its contents. “This is a pinhole camera” he said, pointing at a black pea-sized object on the end of a six-inch black electronic ribbon that disappeared into a black box half the size of a pack of cigarettes. “The battery life depends on the settings you select in the app. To get three days, you’ll want to use motion activation and low sensitivity, assuming you’re planning to record human activity?”

“That’s right.”

Ernie handed me the camera to inspect. “You can conceal these in air vents or on bookshelves or atop kitchen cabinets. Anywhere the body can be hidden while the camera is pointed at what you want recorded.”

“They have night vision?”

“No. Those cameras shine infrared that can be spotted. But these work well in low light.”

“They have audio?”

“Nope. That’s what these are for.” He lifted one of the smaller boxes. “These tile recorders will last you a whole week on voice-activation mode. They’re even easier to hide. Just leave the listening hole unobscured.”

“Excellent. What have you got that I can wear to a meeting? I need high-resolution video. Something that will capture the face of the guy with whom I’m speaking in great detail and instantly transmit the video to the cloud. Something that could be concealed during a search.”

Ernie nodded along in understanding as I spoke. “If concealment is crucial, you’ll need the professional device. Miniaturization is expensive, as is reliability. The pro unit is really slim and slick, but it’s $1,400 vs $200.”

That was a lot more than I’d hoped to spend, but I was excited to hear that he had the good stuff. “Show me the pro version.”

Ernie gave me an approving smile and threw in a free consultation while he extracted a box from beneath his display cabinet. “The trick is putting the camera where it can see without being seen. The camera on this baby looks like the head of a black pin prior to installation, and a black spot or a fastener or an accent dot once you’ve got it in place. Do you have a choice of clothing, or will you be wearing a uniform?”

“I can pick my clothes.”

“Will the meeting be here in San Francisco?”

“Does it matter?”

“The best place to hide one of these is in the collar of a black leather jacket, since leather will hold the camera steadier than cloth and its texture is camouflaging. You can get away with that in San Francisco, but it’s too hot in Silicon Valley, especially during the day. In that case, you’d want one of those designer black hoodies, as the wrinkles around the hood are concealing, or a hat, or a patterned sport coat.”

“I think leather will work.”

“Excellent. Get a full grain jacket and conceal the camera body along a seam. I recommend the upper arm just below the armpit. People don’t usually pat you down there.”

“You’re a very knowledgeable guy, Ernie.”

“I didn’t always run a spy shop.”

I looked at the assortment of electronics before me. I thought I had what I needed and hoped my guess about an evening rendezvous with Wang proved correct. “How much for all eight devices?”

“Fourteen hundred for the body camera. Ninety-nine apiece for the four room cameras. And forty-nine apiece for the voice recorders. I’ll cover the tax if you pay two thousand in cash.”

“Deal.” I forked over twenty bills.

While he was bagging it up, I had another thought. “Let’s see what you’ve got in the realm of disguises.”

 

From the Spy Shop, I walked to a leather goods store Ernie recommended. There, I amused the clerk by judging jackets not according to style or fit but by their ability to conceal my camera. We settled on what she called a biker style jacket which happened to go well with the bald, tough guy look. It had a band collar and two zippered chest pockets. The full-grain leather made it expensive, but I went with it anyway. Success with Wang would be priceless.

I drove from Fisherman’s Wharf in San Francisco to the familiar garage in Walnut Creek. After a bit of internal debate, I decided to park in the spot assigned to Penthouse B, even though that was predictable. I figured that if my cover had been pierced, I’d be caught regardless. A one percent risk.

Penthouse B unlocked with a keypad rather than a key, logging my arrival. Another one percent.

I found the managing partner’s love nest remarkably similar to the Airbnb photos. Zykin had a place for everything, and he kept everything in its place. The space had the air of a luxury resort, and nothing on display countered that image. Quality landscape prints decorated the walls and artificial plants added warmth, but there were no photographs or mementos on the bookshelf. Nothing had been pulled from an attic and placed in use or on display. Everything was matching and new.

The first thing I did was plug in my spy gear to charge. The second thing I did was search for hidden cameras. I didn’t want to end up in prison because Zykin got his kicks watching renters do their thing or watching himself do his colleagues.

I spent two hours searching the spacious two-bedroom, two-bath unit, going over every surface and device, including the air vents, smoke detectors, and every object plugged into an outlet, since permanent installations required power. I found nothing.

Confident that I was alone and unobserved, I set about secreting the body camera in my new jacket. I embedded the lens in the collar where it blended beautifully, then I ran the thin wire under the lining along the seams to the sleeve under my right armpit as Ernie had suggested.

Once I was prepared for what I hoped would be a life-altering meeting, and after finding that the cameras were still charging, I decided to use the banya. A good steam sounded great given how I’d been living. I also liked the idea of shaving my head and face in Zykin’s private space.

I tried not to get my hopes up while steaming, but I couldn’t help dreaming that this nightmare would end tonight. At the very least, I expected to get Wang’s scarred face on tape. From there, it wasn’t much of a stretch to hope that I could provoke a tirade about how I’d ruined his life. How he suffered and I deserved the same. With luck, I’d get him to mention my family. Maybe even my wife, depending on how safe he felt, how much I angered him, and whether the gods of fate were smiling.

Then again, maybe the promised call wouldn’t come. Or if it did, maybe I’d be met by 2E and 2F rather than 2A himself, although that might also be turned to my advantage. The video of an ass kicking delivered by his fellow passengers would be solid supporting evidence, particularly if accompanied by a message.

But I knew it would be perilous to count those chickens before they hatched. So I had to keep pursuing “Plan Zykin.”

Ernie’s spy cameras worked off Wi-Fi, and as a renter I had access to Zykin’s network. I got that set up and soon had four video streams accessible via an app.

I concealed two cameras in the master bedroom, since that was where I expected to capture the money shots and I wanted good angles. One went in the ceiling air vent and the second in an artificial plant. I hid the third on a bookshelf, so it captured the main room along with the kitchen. Since a steam sauna was no place for a camera, I put the fourth in the second bedroom, just in case.

My Zykin plan was a simple one. I’d come back every third day to recharge the cameras until I caught him on video boning at least one woman who wasn’t his wife.

With that footage, I’d attempt to blackmail the lawyer into divulging the names of clients with motives to seek revenge against Tanya, supplying supporting evidence, and testifying in court. Was that unethical? Yes. Would it serve justice? Yes. Would it save my kids? Yes. End of debate.

Of course, if Zykin and his wife had an understanding, then I’d have little to no leverage unless his bedroom practices were embarrassingly deviant. Or Dina was one of the women. But I couldn’t count on either.

Wang remained my best bet.

I was ready for our meeting but didn’t expect the promised call for hours. I wasn’t sure why, just a gut feeling that he was an after-dark kind of guy.

Rather than pacing a hole in Zykin’s carpet while waiting for the phone to ring, I decided to talk to my oldest daughter.











Chapter 34

Words Unsaid




VERA’S APARTMENT COMPLEX was a human beehive. The new community was dressed up to look nice but designed to take a dent out of the Bay Area’s housing crisis.

The population density worked to my advantage. More people passed Vera’s door in a few minutes than ventured onto my cul-de-sac in an entire day. Every vehicle and each pedestrian provided me with camouflage.

I backed into a visitor’s spot that gave me a clear but distant view of both my mother-in-law’s car and her building’s door. Then I waited for her to leave.

Whereas I was a Costco shopper inclined to make no more than one weekly grocery run, Vera retained the European-style shopping habit of her first 45 years. She frequented three or four stores plus a market or two, and tended to venture out each afternoon to acquire fresh ingredients for whatever recipe struck her fancy.

Her normal shopping time was approaching, so as I sat, watched, and waited, I hoped the shift to full-time parent hadn’t altered her habits. Like most people of her age, Vera was set in her ways. That said, as every parent knows, the arrival of children changes almost everything.

I spent the wait time scanning my surroundings. I was looking for cops, both undercover and uniformed.

I doubted the Pleasanton PD would have anyone assigned to watch Vera’s apartment around the clock, but I wasn’t certain. I pegged the odds at twenty-five percent. An uncomfortable risk, given the stakes.

Given the news story, I was certain that they had issued a BOLO. Fortunately, I looked nothing like I did in the photo from Hawaii or any other existing picture of me. At the moment, I was bald with a mustache, wearing aviator sunglasses and baggy gray sweats. Not even my kids would recognize me.

I also had my eyes peeled for a suitable assistant. Someone who’d help a guy out for a fast $20 and then forget all about it as he rushed off to spend the money. Plenty of people were on the grid of residential streets, but nobody appeared idle. Almost everyone was going either to or from a car. A couple of older ladies were simply strolling, but I figured they might take too much interest in the situation. Perhaps they would even follow up.

I decided to expand my search by walking around a bit. I’d keep Vera’s gold Mazda in sight while steering clear of her door. Given that my height would draw the eye of anyone looking for a man of my description, I didn’t want to tempt fate.

Half a block to the south, I investigated a noise and came upon a group of three boys. They were riding skateboards in a dumpster alley. Or rather, making a skateboard obstacle course using cardboard boxes and aluminum cans. I tried to think of an unsuspicious way to peel one of them away, but nothing leapt to mind. Not given the task I had planned.

I glanced back at Vera’s car only to see that it was backing out. I hadn’t seen her get in and couldn’t tell if she was alone. I walked in her direction as quickly as I could without attracting attention but didn’t get a good glimpse at the passenger seat before she pulled out onto Dublin’s central boulevard.

Now the clock was ticking.

I told myself to be patient. I had at least fifteen minutes. I’d begun walking back toward the skateboarders, hoping inspiration would strike, when I spotted a kid heading toward the alley from the opposite side. I broke into a jog and intercepted him before he caught sight of his friends. I pulled a $20 bill from my pocket and held it up. “You heard of Doordash?”

The kid stopped, his eye on the money. He was probably 13 or 14. That awkward in-between age where hormones were kicking in and careless youth was slipping away. “Sure.”

I pulled a burner phone from my pocket and held it in the same hand as the $20. Then I speed dialed it using the Kira button on my iPhone. The burner rang and I answered it with my thumb. “Take this to unit 316 in that building,” I pointed. “The gray one. Ring the bell and ask for Kira. If she’s there, give her the phone and this charger. If she’s not, bring it back to me. Either way, I give you $20.”

The kid smiled and said, “Ok.”

“Don’t close the phone,” I said, handing it over. “I need to listen.”

“No problem.”

“Kira. Unit 316,” I repeated.

He skated off while I watched and listened.

I found myself battling the kind of nervous tension you have before asking a girl on a date. I was incredibly eager for contact and dreadfully frightened that something might go wrong. Kira might not be there. Eva might answer the door. Or a detective. Or a social worker. Or nobody at all.

What if Kira had seen the news story? What if she freaked out on the phone and insisted that I come immediately? Or worse yet, what if she believed the implication that I’d killed her mother?

I didn’t hear anything until three knocks broke the silence. I pictured Kira putting down her phone and heading to the peephole. I pictured her appraising the visitor and dismissing him as a threat before opening the door. Then I heard the magic words, “This is for Kira.”

I pictured the kid extending the phone and my oldest daughter’s confused face. “Kira, it’s Dad! It’s Dad, sweetie! Kira!”

“Daddy?”

“Yes, it’s me,” I practically shouted as relief flooded my body. “Are you alone?”

“Yes. Grandma and Eva are shopping. Why didn’t you just call my phone? Are you coming over to get us?”

“Sweetie, I would if I could, but I can’t. Not yet.”

“When?”

“Hopefully soon. That’s what I’m working on. That’s all I’m working on.”

“When can we go home? Eva kicks in her sleep.”

Kira was almost sixteen, practically an adult, but really still a kid at heart. “You used to like going to grandma’s.”

“Yeah, for a day. I miss my room. There’s no place here for my stuff. And there’s only one bathroom.”

I hadn’t thought about that. Too much else going on. I needed to call Vera. There was no reason they couldn’t all move back into the house. “Sweetie, I think you’ll be able to go home tomorrow.”

“Great. We miss you and Mom.”

My daughter’s words hit my warmed heart like a bucket of ice water. I felt stunned and sick and speechless all at the same time. Vera hadn’t told the girls their mother was dead! I was still stuck on the implications of that nugget when the skateboarder rolled up.

I handed him the $20 without a word.

“Dad?”

“Yeah, sweetie?”

“I thought I lost you. Why are you calling me on that boy’s phone?”

“There’s a lot of crazy stuff going on. My old phone’s not working. Neither is mom’s. You can call me on that new phone at this number. But you can’t let anyone know I gave you a phone or that we’ve spoken. Not even Grandma or Eva.”

“Why not?”

“You know how my job is kinda like being a spy?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, it’s related to that, except now I need you to act like a spy too. Can you do that?”

“Sure.”

“Great! I’ll explain everything later. For now, keep the phone hidden and keep it charged until you hear from me. Meanwhile, I’ll get you back into the house.”

“Okay.”

“Just don’t tell Grandma or Eva I called or let them know about the phone.”

“Okay.”

An idea struck as I pictured Kira’s bedroom. “Take the battery box out of Puff,” I said, referencing the speaking plush dragon that had been on Kira’s bed since the first night she slept alone. “Then you can hide the phone and charger in Puff’s belly, where you can feel it vibrate. I’ll plan to only call at night after Grandma goes to bed.”

“You’re kind of freaking me out, Dad.”

“I’m sorry. I know this is crazy. Just hang in there. I’ll call you when I can.”

“Okay.”

“I love you with all my heart.”

“I love you too, Dad.”











Chapter 35

Close Calls




I STOOD IN SHOCK staring at my phone. Vera hadn’t told the girls their mother was dead. They also didn’t know I was on the run.

How could she keep that from them, either literally or figuratively? The answer to the first part came quickly. This was one instance where grandma’s facial paralysis would work to her advantage. Grief would not be written all over her face. The second answer followed when I put myself in my mother-in-law’s shoes, which for once was easier than anticipated.

Vera’s situation wasn’t all that different from mine. One morning she was going about her day as normal, as she had for the past sixteen years, then out of the blue she got life-altering news. No doubt she’d also found it incredibly depressing, distressing, and disorienting. Her heart had been broken, her mind was reeling, and suddenly she was facing the greatest challenge of her life.

Or close to it, at least.

Vera had endured a lot in her life. First the polio that deadened the muscles of her face. Then a youth in Stalin’s shadow, as she liked to say. Then the death of her husband when Tanya was still very young. Then leaving everyone and everything she knew behind to help her daughter in America.

Now her only child was gone, and with her Vera’s only means of support. And her retirement. Grandma had been her part-time hobby. Now parent was her full-time job. That was three knockout blows delivered just 72 hours earlier in a single catastrophic punch. No wonder she hadn’t found the strength to break her granddaughters’ hearts.

I felt like a fool. A selfish fool.

I debated ditching my disguise and slipping into Vera’s apartment. We could cry it all out together.

Should I risk it? I hadn’t detected any police presence. Suppose I did. Would that make Vera’s life easier? It would relieve her of a tremendous burden, that was for sure. But it would also saddle her with another.

Caring for two kids whose parents were away was one thing, caring for two kids who’d just learned that their mother was never coming back and their father was likely going to spend decades in jail was a very different thing. A much more difficult and demanding thing.

Clearly, Vera was thinking a few steps ahead of me. I shouldn’t have been surprised; she’d enjoyed a successful career as an attorney.

What about the girls? Would they be better off knowing? They had to learn sometime, sometime soon. But what would they be learning? Like me, they’d be stuck in a state of extremely stressful uncertainty, staring at two very different doors. Unlike me, they’d have no influence over which door opened. The anxiety would be relentless and tremendous. The depression would follow.

Our family had suffered enough from depression.

I decided that Vera had been wise to refrain, both for her own sake and for the girls’. Better to tell the kids only after my fate and their future became more certain.

Satisfied with that conclusion, I hopped back in my Jeep and sped off. I didn’t think my heart could handle catching sight of Eva without being able to hug her. That would be like … prison.

I drove a quarter mile down the road to a big shopping center. One that had always been crowded before Barnes & Nobles, Pier 1, Toys R Us, and Bed Bath & Beyond had closed their doors. I parked in an inconspicuous place beneath a tree and called Kent’s cell.

He didn’t answer.

I was using a new number. I texted: “It’s F.S. Need to talk.”

A second later my phone rang.

“Thanks for calling back.”

“Of course. How are you holding up?”

“I’m okay. In fact, I’m hoping for a big breakthrough tonight. I’ve established contact with Wang Wei. But that’s not why I’m calling. I want to get the kids and grandma back into my house. Her place is too small, and the kids want their stuff.”

Kent replied with those rarest and most precious of attorney phrases. “That shouldn’t be a problem.” Then he added, “But I’ll confirm with Detective Dubrey. By the way, she asked me to pass along that she’s anxiously awaiting your first call.”

“Noted. I’ll call her once I have something worth reporting. Regarding the move back to my house, the kids don’t know anything yet. Not about Tanya, not about me. So I need you to make sure there’s no crime scene tape or anything like that. I’d do it myself, but I’m assuming I’d be wise to keep my distance.”

“That’s a healthy assumption. If Dubrey says it’s clear, I’ll take care of the house. How do I get inside?”

I told him where my hide-a-key was located, then asked, “Once you’re done will you call my mother-in-law and let her know?”

“Sure. How’s she holding up?”

“I haven’t spoken to her since the morning Tanya died. I feel bad about that. I’ve been extremely busy trying to avoid spending the rest of my life in prison, but I still should have made time.”

“Hey, I hear you, buddy.”

“Vera’s not the easiest person to talk to. Don’t get me wrong, we get along. We’re just very different, and this is about as awkward as situations get.”

“True. But in a way you’re married to her now. My advice is to make the effort and treat her accordingly.”

“I’ll call her right now.”

I hung up and got out of the car. I preferred to pace when I needed to think on my feet. I realized I wasn’t reluctant solely because the call would be awkward. I wasn’t certain I could take any more stress without cracking. What would I do if she broke down? Or put Eva on the phone? Or she simply said, “I’m done”?

“You’ll do what you have to do,” I told myself. Then I dialed.

“Allo.”

“Vera, it’s me.”

She didn’t reply. Two seconds. Five. Had she found Kira’s phone? Was she mad? Ten seconds. Fifteen. Then, “I had food on the stove. Now I’m on the balcony so the girls won’t hear.”

“Thank you. Are they okay?”

“They’re fine, for now. I haven’t told them anything. I …”

“I understand. It’s probably better that way for now.”

“Yes. When will you be home?”

“In time for Kira’s birthday.”

“That’s not until the 24th! Can’t you come sooner? Maybe just for a day? A night? A couple of hours?”

“I wish I could. Believe me, there’s nothing I want to do more than to hug my girls.”

Vera went quiet.

I gave her time.

“I’m afraid that may be too long.”

“What do you mean?”

“The news just ran a story on you and Tanya. If the girls see it…”

“They don’t watch the news. Please leave it off,” I said, a bit too abruptly.

“I will. But if a parent of one of their classmates sees it and makes a connection—”

“The story will reach them over social media,” I said, completing Vera’s sentence. What a disaster that would be. I felt like a fool for not having foreseen this. “I’m sorry I snapped at you. I’m mad at myself.”

Before I could comment further, Vera said, “That’s not all. There’s another problem.”

My heart dropped even further. “What kind of problem?”

“A social worker stopped by. She wanted to check on the kids. After she did, she informed me that since the girls have effectively lost both of their parents and there is no directive in place, a decision has to be made as to who will be looking after them.”

That was fast. Too fast. Summoning the Department of Child Support Services smelled to me like a police pressure tactic. This was unfortunate, but I supposed it shouldn’t have been unexpected. Maybe I wouldn’t be calling Dubrey after all. I didn’t want to work with anyone who would stoop so low.

My knowledge of local law enforcement statistics was limited, but I knew that if the federal government filed charges against someone, their conviction rate was north of ninety-five percent. Uncle Sam was big and powerful and happy to throw his weight around with complete indifference. I’d hoped my local government would be more humane. If they were willing to use children as pawns, I was in for a very rough ride. Better I didn’t mention that to Vera.

“My attorney, Kent Tierney, is going to be reaching out to you about moving back into the house. Tell him what the social worker said and he’ll take care of that too. I’m sure we can put a directive in place.”

“That sounds good, but I have a better idea. One that also solves the news problem.”

“Really? I’m all ears.”

“Tanya, the girls, and I were scheduled to leave on our annual trip to Moscow the 25th. Since you can’t come home before then, and it’s dangerous to stick around here, I think I should take the girls tomorrow instead.”

“That’s perfect,” I said, feeling a flood of relief. It was a godsend having Vera focused on the kids while the murder investigation consumed my mental bandwidth.

“I thought so. But since Tanya won’t be with us, I’ll need a letter from you giving me permission to take them abroad.”

I was familiar with the letter. Given that Putin’s habit of arresting Americans for “spying” meant I could no longer safely visit Russia, I wrote a notarized permission letter every year when Tanya took the kids over for cultural immersion. “I’ll work with Kent to get you the letter and a directive tonight. Meanwhile, you should try to keep the kids off their phones, just in case.”

“Thank you,” Vera said, sounding as relieved as I felt.

“No, thank you. I don’t know what I’d do without you, Vera.”

“Or I without you, Felix.”

As I hung up, I realized that I didn’t just have two dependents anymore. I had three.











Chapter 36

Bad Timing




I WALKED to Five Guys for a burger and fries, slipping through the door just before a large group coming from the adjacent cinema complex. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who needed a helping of comfort to fuel their fire.

Biting into a thick burger five minutes later, I got a painful reminder that I’d recently been punched in the mouth. So much had transpired since my discussion with Igor that it seemed like a week ago, even though it had only been 24 hours. Heck, a week ago I’d been living a radically different life, and I still had a wife.

On the one hand, I felt like I’d made a lot of progress in the four days since she’d passed. I’d certainly made a lot of moves. On the other hand, moves didn’t matter, even if they took me in the right direction. Ultimately, coming close would be no better than getting nowhere. I was in an all-or-nothing competition. It would end with either not guilty, or game over.

“That could all change tonight!” I told myself. Not that I needed reminding. What I needed was a nap. As a Federal Air Marshal, I was used to functioning for long periods while jetlagged, but like everyone else, I was sharpest when well rested, and the last four days had been emotionally exhausting.

I downed the last of my fries and decided to return to Zykin’s condo. I was spending a good chunk of my limited funds on that shower and bed. The smart tactical move would be to rest while waiting for Wang’s call. Please, God, let there be a call!

Walnut Creek was also closer to San Francisco. Wang’s assistant had not indicated a location, but The City was most likely. Unless he picked Pleasanton, the scene of the crime, just to rub it in my face.

As I headed toward the door, two uniformed police officers opened it to enter. On the one hand, I was bald and mustached. On the other hand, I had my hood on so the bald didn’t help, and I remained 6′4″. My one-in-a-hundred height wasn’t obvious when I was alone in a parking lot, but I stood out when moving through a crowded fast-food restaurant.

Because we were two big guys suddenly placed in each other’s paths, my eyes met the first officer’s. In that instant, I knew I was screwed, though I tried not to show it. I gave a slight nod and kept walking toward the door. The second guy had seen me too, and he stood there holding it open. Nothing I could do but walk through it, which I did with a nod.

I turned toward the dark of the cinema’s parking lot, rather than the one across the street where my Jeep was parked. The cops let me get a dozen yards from the door before stopping me with, “Hey, Buddy.”

I didn’t completely ignore them. I didn’t halt like a guy with a guilty secret either. I just glanced over my shoulder without stopping.

“Hold on a second,” the first officer said, trying to lock eyes for a second time.

I stopped and half-turned. Tried to keep my posture passive. My hands visible and relaxed.

The officers approached. The smaller one stopped three feet away, his larger partner three feet further back and to the side. Holsters unsnapped but hands empty. Cautious but not alarmed.

“What’s your name?” the closer cop asked.

I answered using a trick I employed when the passenger next to me wanted to chat. I employed what I called my throat cancer voice. It was raggedy and hushed and apparently produced with some effort. “Kevin Fox,” I wheezed.

Both cops stepped closer. I was cooperating. I was disabled. They couldn’t hear. “What’s that?”

I licked my lips as if powering up my voice. This drew their eyes to my mouth. “Kevin—” long breath in with pursing lips, then a move I’d practiced ten thousand times.

Federal Air Marshals train all the time, and they train for one situation more than any other: recapturing a hijacked plane. A plane is essentially a long metal tube. Hijackers are usually teams of men with weapons. So we’re talking close-quarters hand-to-hand combat in the cramped presence of civilians. We’re talking disarming and disabling determined men with great speed and precision. That is our Job One.

During a hijacking, hundreds of lives are on the line, including our own. We’re at risk if we act, and we’re at risk if we don’t. Therefore, we train to survive. We train out the fear and we iron out the errors. Then we drill until our moves are natural and perfect and automatic during all kinds of scenarios and conditions. We practice with one attacker, and we practice with four. We practice with bound hands and blindfolded eyes. We practice with knives and shivs and sprays and bombs.

But most of all, we practice with guns. Handguns. Lots of them. Tons of practice. Revolvers and automatics. Magnums and micros. We practice flipping them around until our fingers develop minds of their own. We train and we drill and we practice and repeat until we’ve got magician moves. Nothing in my hand, poof!, gun in my hand. Gun in your pocket, poof!, gun in my hand. Mess with me, poof!, you’re down.

On a plane, I have to go from frightened passenger to conquering captor in less time than it takes a nervous hijacker to pull a trigger. That is the job description. The FAM’s ultimate reason for being.

I was good at my job.

I was sure the officers who’d spotted me were good at theirs too. But they weren’t specialists. They trained for hundreds of situations. I focused on one.

Had there been any passersby looking our way, they’d have seen two officers faint. First the one nearest me, then the further one whose fall was broken by my timely intervention.

What really happened was my left fist uppercutting the smaller guy’s jaw hard and fast and swift enough to lift him up and knock him back while my right drew his Glock. A single step took me inside the standing guy’s space where the Glock pressed under his jaw while my left hand grabbed the back of his head and I powered him to the ground.

When you’re facing multiple tangos on a plane, lightning takedowns aren’t enough. You have to disable each before moving on the next, and you have to do it in the blink of an eye. It’s got to be so fast that terrorists two then three then four don’t catch on to the commotion. If one guy grabs a passenger by the hair and sticks a gun in her ear, you lose, and people die.

As I powered the larger cop down, I guided him onto his belly and cuffed him before he’d processed what was happening. Then I rolled over his partner and did the same. Two opponents down and disabled in something like six seconds.

I pulled my sleeve forward to wipe my prints off the Glock. As I slid it back into the dazed cop’s holster, I offered his partner a bit of advice. “You’ll avoid a yard of paperwork and a year of embarrassment if you forget this happened.”

Then I vanished into the sea of cars.

Or so it seemed.

I hoped.

I couldn’t actually disappear. My prowess at sleight of hand hadn’t reached David Copperfield’s level. But I immediately put SUVs between myself and the officers, then I ducked down and ran. I headed toward the cinema complex, which was once again showing signs of life. Another film had finished.

I jogged like I was trying to catch a film but then diverted to the side of the building, where people were exiting through the fire door. I slipped into the corridor connecting all the theaters on that side of the complex to the street and came face to face with a kid whose job was stopping people from doing exactly what I was attempting. “Left my phone on my chair!” I said, zipping past, as though that were an emergency on par with a bomb threat. The kid nodded. At his age, there was no greater nightmare.

I ran into the theater that was letting people out and kept right on going to the internal exit. Along the way I pulled off my gray hoodie, exposing a plain black T-shirt underneath. The hoodie went into the trash by that exit, tucked under an empty popcorn bucket. I also peeled off the mustache and put it in my pocket.

The complex had 20 regular theaters, ten to a side, plus an IMAX in the middle. I ignored the IMAX and studied the displays for the theaters on the other side. I wanted a first-floor show that had been running for a while but wouldn’t let out for at least an hour. Preferably one where I’d easily blend in.

I found an Avenger movie and slipped inside. Made my way to the top row and grabbed an empty corner seat. Figured I’d let things cool down, then slip out with the crowd. Preferably shoulder to shoulder with some other tall guys. I’d engage them in conversation and keep it going all the way to their car.

Meanwhile, I imagined two very different outdoor scenes. Hot and cold.

In the hot scenario, a warrant had been issued for my arrest and a massive manhunt was underway for the wife killer now also suspected of assaulting two of Dublin’s finest. I say suspected because between the mustache and the hood, I doubted they could prove it was me. Regardless, in that scenario, there would be cruisers at every exit and flashlights scanning faces. Perhaps with a few breathalyzer tests thrown in to keep the panic down and promote the image of public servants ensuring public safety.

In the cold scenario, the disgraced cops had taken my advice and decided to lick their wounds in private. They’d be cruising the area, hoping to get lucky, but otherwise taking no action. That would be a clear breach of regulations, but in my experience, guys with the gumption to enter law enforcement were keen to avoid ego-crushing embarrassment.

And it wasn’t just us guys, come to think of it. Whenever anyone fell outdoors, checking for damage was not their first priority. That honor went to the scan to see if anyone had observed their blunder. If someone had, the fallen figure’s second move was laughing it off. Making the tumble appear inconsequential. Diminishing the embarrassment even if their jeans were torn, and their palms were scraped, and their knees were bleeding.

I’d begun debating the merits of minimizing the hot scenario chances by ducking into a second movie when the question became moot. My phone was vibrating. Wang was calling.











Chapter 37

First Sight




I RAN DOWN the theater steps with the phone to my ear, then ducked out the alternative exit into the fire escape corridor, which was blessedly empty. “Hello.”

“Mr. Sparks.”

“Yes.”

“Are you still interested in speaking with Mr. Wang?”

“Yes.”

“Meet me at the northwest corner of Jefferson Square Park an hour from now at 10:00 sharp.”

“I don’t know that park. Is it in San Francisco?”

I got no answer. The caller had hung up.

I plugged Jefferson Square Park into Google Maps and confirmed that it was in fact in San Francisco. I searched the area for any clue as to why Wang would pick that location. It didn’t take long. The Chinese American International School bordered the park on the east, and the Chinese Consulate was two blocks to the north.

Google estimated a 40-minute drive. Adding five minutes to park, that gave me fifteen minutes to reach my Jeep. Time to learn which way the coin landed.

I walked to the side exit, set my phone to record video, cracked the door and slipped it out. I panned left, then right, then raised it high and performed another sweep before pulling the phone back in and letting the door close.

The video showed a peaceful scene. No flashing lights. No lines of cars.

Nobody paid me the slightest heed as I snaked through the parking lot, crossed the street, then made my way to my Jeep. I kept my eyes peeled, of course, especially as I neared my car. I’d changed the plates and changed the color and there were a million white SUVs around. But given all the one percent risks I was accumulating, one of these days the die with a hundred sides was not going to roll my way.

Actually, my number had come up at Five Guys. I’d underestimated the risk that my height created. I had to bump up ‘walking around’ from a one percent to a ten percent chance and act accordingly.

Or maybe not.

Maybe this would all end tonight.

The drive to Jefferson Square Park took forty minutes as promised, but I’d been overly optimistic when allowing just five minutes to find parking. I ended up nearly three blocks from the green space. That put me five minutes behind schedule. Nonetheless, I took the time required to ensure that the hidden camera in my new leather jacket was both adequately concealed and properly positioned.

I added another five minutes to my tardiness by first stashing my car key beneath the bumper and then approaching the rendezvous site in a circuitous manner. This wasn’t my first covert op.

The park was just a flat grassy block with a few crisscrossing paths and some trees. Good for improving the ambience of the surrounding dwellings, which at the northwest corner were older three-story apartments and townhouses, but it was hardly a picnic destination.

I figured Wang’s guys were watching me from one of a hundred surrounding dark windows. He was likely every bit as security conscious as I was. Perhaps more. I didn’t know any princelings, but I suspected that they attracted hostile action far more frequently than the authors of children’s books.

The possibility that Wang had grown so enraged with his blindness and his scar that he’d simply lured me there to shoot me did not escape me. But by the time I reached the designated corner at 10:10, I’d concluded that wasn’t his plan. The whole point of killing Tanya the way he’d done it, if he’d done it, was to inflict a long lifetime of anguish. That said, I still positioned my back to the trunk of a broad maple and kept my senses on high alert.

The better part of an hour passed as I stood there watching and waiting, ears primed but muscles relaxed. FAMs were good at that. Lots of practice. A couple of dog walkers came and went as did a pair of amorous teenagers and an irate guy shouting Mandarin into his phone. But nobody approached or paid me the slightest attention.

As the clock struck 11:00, I began to worry that by missing the 10:00 sharp appointment I had lost my opportunity. Were the Chinese big on punctuality like the Germans and the Swiss? I didn’t think so, although I hadn’t spent much time there. Just a few layover days bopping about Beijing.

Maybe it was a respect thing? Unfortunately, that notion resonated with my experience. Wang was a decade younger than I, but miles higher up the net-worth ladder.

I began a circuit of the park’s perimeter. I didn’t get far before a black Mercedes-Maybach pulled to a stop at the curb. A Chinese man in a dark suit got out of the passenger door and spoke with a voice I recognized. “Mr. Sparks.”

I stopped and nodded.

“Mr. Wang will see you now.” He opened the rear passenger door and held it for me.

I felt the kind of electric tension a man experiences when he’s about to hear the jury foreman read his verdict. How badly was Wang scarred? Was his eye actually blinded? Would he be wearing a snarl or a smile? Was he prepared to be pragmatic, or was his heart stuck on revenge? Was it even him in the car? From where I stood, I could only see blue jeans and black boots.

I hesitated. It felt wrong. The Mercedes’ dome light had not come on.

The assistant looked at me.

I looked back.

“Are you in or out, Mr. Sparks?”

That was the question, wasn’t it? But not really. I was already deep in trouble and sinking fast with Wang my only lifeline.

I felt like Alice looking at the Drink Me potion as I nodded and moved toward the dark door. Ernie had said the camera worked in low light. Rather than sliding directly inside, I bent down and peered in at Wang’s face. I saw no blinded eye. I saw no scar. Instead, I saw an eyepatch. Would that be enough to sway a jury? Could I prompt him to take it off? Was he really wounded or just yanking my chain?

As those questions blitzed my brain, I felt a sharp sting in my neck. Then the Mercedes started spinning.











Chapter 38

Credible Killer




Earlier that day




BEATS’S MIND WAS REELING as she drove from Vitaly Meski’s house to police headquarters. The chief was looking for an immediate update on the Sparks homicide, but Beats hadn’t yet managed to sort out her own thinking. That would make for an awkward meeting. Worse yet, the impromptu request likely meant that a politician was asking for either answers or reassuring words they could pass along to voters. Presumably the mayor or district attorney.

Beats had no answers. No reassuring words.

She had to hope that the pressure of the room would help her create a diamond from the clutter in her mind.

Pleasanton’s police headquarters bore no resemblance to the FBI’s Sacramento field office. It was a decades-old one-story, tile-roofed building tucked in beside the library.

Beats made her way to the chief’s outer office as instructed. “Good afternoon, Giselle.”

“Good afternoon, Beatrice. They’re expecting you.”

“They?”

“Sutherland’s in with him.”

The district attorney and the police chief, because getting a death threat from the Russian mafia wasn’t enough stress for one day.

Police Chief Robert Mendoza’s office was more Zykin than Tierney. A testament to the man’s accomplishments rather than the profession. Front and center behind his desk was a picture of the grinning chief with an equally exuberant Governor Schwarzenegger. Both men held cigars in a manner that put their biceps on display, and the camera angle made them out to be a similar size, even though Mendoza, while muscular, was much smaller.

Another picture showed the chief standing beside the woman who was now seated in one of the two chairs before his desk. She was also in her early fifties, but the similarity to Mendoza stopped there. Alameda County’s new District Attorney, Meredith Sutherland, had pale, bob-cut hair and a lean body. In the picture, they were hoisting a trophy while holding tennis rackets in their free hands.

“Detective Dubrey, kindly grab a seat and bring us up to speed on the homicide.”

“Good morning, Chief, District Attorney. As you know, this investigation started with a curve ball. The husband’s letter and subsequent flight. Since our last update, Detective Tjahjadi and I have spoken with Mr. Sparks briefly over the phone in his attorney’s office, but he flatly refused to surrender.”

“What was the point of his call, if not to negotiate a surrender?” Sutherland asked.

“I believe Sparks had two objectives. First, he wanted to share his thoughts on who may have killed his wife. Second, he wanted to give the impression that he really is searching for her killer.”

“What’s your impression on where this is heading?” Sutherland continued. “Will he eventually surrender and go with the O.J. defense, or will he head for Mexico?”

“And how can we prompt the former?” Mendoza added.

“I think Sparks will surrender once he believes he can get a jury to reasonable doubt. I think we can encourage that outcome by arresting someone else.”

“So let’s fake it,” Mendoza said with a clap of his hands. “Arrest an actor. Have a ‘bystander’ catch it on video for the nightly news. Once we have Sparks, we’ll call it what it was: a police sting operation. Could be a public relations bonanza.”

Beats wasn’t so sure. “I like the thinking, but my gut tells me that could be risky. Sparks and his attorney both struck me as sharp. We might not get Mr. Sparks in without letting his attorney see what we’ve got on the other guy. Then our PR dream could be a PR nightmare.”

“Good point,” Mendoza said while Sutherland nodded along. “Let’s set aside the actor arrest option for now. Where does that leave us? What do you think, Meredith?”

The D.A. twirled her pen around her thumb a few times before responding. “By pursuing alternative killers, you’re simultaneously pursuing Sparks, hunting two birds with one stone. But you’re also helping Sparks with his defense, making your investigation a double-edged sword.” She held out her hands and did the balance thing, metaphorically weighing the two outcomes. “It’s complicated.”

“Yes, it is,” Mendoza agreed.

“I’d like some clarity before committing to a course of action.”

“Understood,” Mendoza said.

When Sutherland didn’t press it further, Mendoza asked Beats, “You getting anywhere with a real alternative suspect?”

“As a matter of fact, I am. Last night, the managing partner at Mrs. Sparks’s law firm, Anton Zykin, pointed me toward a divorce during which Mrs. Sparks took a Russian cybersecurity consultant to the cleaners. She used a private eye to uncover hidden assets that were illegally obtained.”

“So a revenge killing. Sounds promising,” the chief said.

“I got excited,” Beats concurred. “First thing this morning I drove to Sacramento and consulted a contact at the FBI.”

Mendoza interrupted. “You got the FBI to cooperate?”

“I did. You may recall that I worked that human trafficking case with them last year. My contact had nothing on the Russian, whose name is Vitaly Meski. But she made a compelling case that as a cybersecurity consultant, he could safely make big, easy money by feeding targets to a Russian ransomware operation.”

“I like it,” Mendoza said, his tone now excited.

“Me too,” Sutherland concurred.

“I just came from meeting Meski in his home office. I left there with little doubt that he could and would call in a Russian assassin on anyone who threatened to disrupt their very lucrative business, which Mrs. Sparks’s private investigator seems to have done. However, Meski claims to have had no hatred for his wife’s attorney. He called her ‘a beautiful and talented Russian woman.’ More importantly, he claims to have been on Maui when she was killed.”

“Have you verified that?”

“No. I haven’t had the chance. We spoke less than an hour ago.”

“Good. Don’t. Let’s not put anything on the record that clears Meski.”

“Okay.”

“You said Sparks’s P.I. seems to have angered Meski? What’s that story?”

“Fredo Babu went missing in April after working the Meski case in February. He and his car are gone, but he didn’t pack or stop his mail or turn off the autopay for his rental furniture or apartment. Nobody noticed he was gone until the charges drained his bank account.”

“What do you think happened?”

Beats knew it was risky speculating in front of politicians. Conjecture had a way of becoming a commitment if it could be spun to political advantage. On the other hand, politicians promoted people who played their game. Beats weighed her words before speaking. “Babu only got a few thousand dollars for his work on the Meski case, but he uncovered information that was presumably worth millions to Mrs. Meski in their off-the-books divorce settlement. I can’t be certain of this because Zykin refused to share the details. But nonetheless, my best guess—and it is a guess—is that Babu went back to the well to wet his own beak and was killed.”

“He tried to shake down a member of the Russian mafia?” Sutherland clarified.

“That’s my working theory. A high-risk, high-reward move to be sure.”

Mendoza rolled his eyes. “Where’s Babu live?”

“Dublin.”

“So not our jurisdiction. Crap. You inform Dublin PD?”

“Not yet.”

“Good. Don’t rush it. If they arrest Meski it could complicate things.”

“Okay.”

“Who else have you got in the alternative suspect category?” Sutherland asked.

“I only spoke to Mrs. Sparks’s managing partner, not her other colleagues. They may have additional suspects. Beyond them, there’s the Chinese princeling Sparks disfigured in the line of duty.”

Sutherland shook her head. “That’s no good. We don’t have nearly enough to arrest the princeling, and even if we did, we’d never get our hands on him. I’m no expert on Chinese politics, but I’m guessing daddy would get his boy a passport with a different name in no time if we issued a Red Notice.”

“I agree. But I don’t think we want to rule Wang out of our thinking. In my opinion, he’s Sparks’s best shot at acquittal. The story of revenge by a scarred, spoiled Chinese princeling could play well with a jury, especially given all the animosity toward China these days. The jury will also appreciate that Sparks was defending the honor of a young female flight attendant.”

Mendoza gave her an appraising glance. “You are still convinced that it was the husband, aren’t you?”

“The evidence all points to him. He had means and opportunity, exclusive means and opportunity, we can easily argue. And with strangulation being a crime of passion, a jury will buy divorce-related anger as the motive.”

“How will Sparks come across to the jury?” Sutherland asked.

“I only spoke to him on the phone, not in person, but I’d say he’s credible and sympathetic. In addition to serving the country as a Federal Air Marshal, he’s written a series of children’s books. Plus sending him to prison amounts to orphaning his two daughters. The jury might look for an excuse to acquit.”

“What do I tell the mayor?” Mendoza pressed. “She needs to reassure the public that murders in Pleasanton will not go unpunished.”

“Tell her she can announce that we’re closing in on the killer but can’t comment further without jeopardizing the investigation.”

“That should buy us a week. By next Monday I’ll need you to be ready to request an arrest warrant.”

“Next Monday. I’ll be ready, Chief.”

Mendoza looked at Sutherland, who nodded. “Good. Dismissed.”

Beats spent the rest of the workday writing up reports. She was careful to put nothing on paper that might let anyone off the hook. It was after 8:00 p.m. when she finally hopped in her car and headed for home.

Like most police officers, Beats did not live in the city she served. She couldn’t afford it. Her apartment was half an hour away in Concord.

Concord was a bit too far from both San Francisco and Silicon Valley to be desirable as a bedroom community for either. That made the rents much cheaper than in cities like Pleasanton and Walnut Creek, which were on a BART line. Beats had been renting the same one-bedroom apartment there for years.

Her after-hours habits included two tension relievers: yoga and cooking. She’d configured things at home to make it possible to indulge in both hobbies simultaneously when time was tight. That was her plan tonight.

As was her routine on days that ended at the station, Beats began the commute home with All Things Considered playing on her phone and dinner on her mind. By the time she reached her grocery store, she’d have caught up on current events and selected one of the hundreds of recipes she had pinned to a Pinterest account arranged by protein and prep time.

Since it was late, she went with a chicken enchilada recipe that tickled her taste buds but didn’t require a grocery store visit. Her culinary anticipation vanished, however, the moment she opened her door. Her apartment smelled of smoke. Cigarette smoke.











Chapter 39

Fried Fish




BEATS WAS GLAD she wasn’t hauling groceries as she entered her home. They’d have ended up on the hallway floor as she drew her Glock and dropped into a shooter’s stance.

She detected no movement beyond the wafting of disturbed smoke caught by light leaking through the blinds. Reassured but not convinced, Beats stood still for a moment and listened. Nothing. Slowly, silently, carefully she made her way to her bedroom, then the bath. No one. She was alone.

The source of the smoke was no mystery. A burned down cigarette sat on the center of the kitchen counter. Its message would have been unmistakable even without the light blue Cyrillic printing on the butt. Mess with Meski and we’ll smoke you in your sleep.

Beats locked her door and unlocked her phone. She opened a rarely used app and selected the first of three images. It displayed a feed of her apartment as seen from a camera concealed on the far wall pointing toward the front door. The next but last set of motion-activated recordings began roughly four hours earlier at 1:33 and then ended at 1:40. The stills showed either a woman or a small man in gray sweatpants and a gray hoodie wearing big sunglasses, a large Covid mask, and clear surgical gloves.

Before watching the intruder’s activities, Beats opted for a calming glass of wine. Eight-dollar California Cabernet from Trader Joe’s. She poured four ounces into a stemless glass and was about to dump the rest into a Wine Squirrel so it would stay fresh when her eyes came to rest on the aquarium.

The cigarette had not been the primary message. It had only been the signature, lest there be any doubt. Her fish were all missing.

Beats felt sad and mad and scared all at the same time. The bastards.

She froze for a few seconds, staring at the lifeless tank with a Glock in her right hand and a glass of Cabernet in her left. Not a good combination. Not a good situation.

Had they been flushed or fishnapped? No need to guess. The video would show exactly what the intruder had done.

Beats’s security app gave her 24/7 recordings for a week, and motion events for a month, on every camera at her address for $99 a year. That was why she had three cameras, two in the big room and one in the bedroom. Triple the coverage for the same storage cost.

She returned to her computer with her Glock, glass, and wine bottle, then began to watch.

The Russian agent in the gray hoodie slipped something into her pocket as she entered. Beats froze the feed and magnified. It was a lock picking gun. A simple mechanical tool that brute forced the correct pin combination by barraging them while the cylinder was under pressure.

After a quick reconnaissance run of her modest apartment, the intruder zeroed in on the fish tank. It was beautiful and eye catching, with a dozen colorful fish, each a different species, with live plants and a fancy fake coral cavern.

The hooded figure studied the tank for a minute, then nodded and went to the kitchen where a wall blocked Beats’s view of what was happening. Twenty seconds later, the Russki popped back into sight holding a sieve and a strainer.

By then, Beats was certain that the intruder was a young woman. She wasn’t chesty, but she definitely had boobs and more hip than shoulder.

Beats watched her scoop out each fish and her snail, then disappear back into the kitchen with a sieve full of her suffocating friends.

What was the Russian word for bitch? Remembering Meski’s performance, she said, “Alexa, what’s the Russian word for bitch?”

“The Russian word for bitch is sooka.”

Had the sooka dumped the fish in the trash? The garbage disposal? The freezer? Beats didn’t feel like searching for their tiny corpses, so she fired up the security feed that showed the kitchen and got her answer. They’d been murdered in her microwave.

“Sooka!”

While the fish were frying, the sooka pulled a pack of Cyrillic-labeled cigarettes from her pocket, lit one without placing it to her lips, and set it on the counter. Ten seconds later, the killer was gone but the fish were still spinning.

There were no security cameras at her apartment complex, and the Russki had been a pro. She was gone—but her message remained. It was a repeat of the question Vitaly Meski had posed about seven hours earlier: “How crazy would a cop have to be to put herself between the Bratva and a million bucks a month?”

Beats still did not have an answer. She did, however, have an email address.











Chapter 40

Pileup




ALMOST EVERYONE has a nightmare phobia. A stressful situation made virtually unbearable by an uncontrollable, illogical, nervous reaction that’s nearly impossible to extinguish. Arachnophobia, the fear of spiders, is common. So is musophobia, the fear of mice and rats. Acrophobia, the fear of heights, is another widespread condition, as is its cousin, aerophobia, the fear of flying.

I suffer from none of those.

My hot button is claustrophobia, the fear of enclosed spaces. I’m not talking elevators or even MRI scanners. Those don’t raise my pulse a single beat. No, my claustrophobia only kicks in when I’m confined to a space so small that I can’t freely move my arms.

As with many who have acute phobias, mine has an origin story. One from my youth. Claustrophobia wormed its way deep into my brain during a camping trip. My most memorable as a Cub Scout.

My fellow Scouts and I were goofing around during the downtime between dinner and the big bonfire when Angus Whipple zipped me inside my sleeping bag. I’d agreed to that part. It wasn’t malicious. The sin crept in when he caught sight of the big brass safety pin I used to hang my lantern from the tent. He used it to secure the zipper in place. This was the same tough, brown canvas and flannel sleeping bag now in my Jeep, by the way. Not some flimsy polyester sack.

At first, Angus laughed his ass off as I floundered about, but eventually my screaming scared him. He got scared. I was too angry, he later claimed. Too violent.

So he left me.

He went off to make s’mores with the other scouts and forgot all about me. Chocolate can have that effect on people. It’s been scientifically proven.

Once I figured out that I was alone, I really began freaking out. I became certain that I was going to suffocate. I stopped shouting. Stopped struggling. I started to roll instead.

Mr. Rogers—our scout master, not the television host—had the tent nearest the campfire. I aimed myself in what I thought was his direction and rolled like my life depended on it. Took the tent right along with me, skinny metal stakes and all. Except, I didn’t roll his way. I’d gotten all turned around in my anxious delirium and started downhill in a different direction.

On the one hand I was very lucky. I didn’t hit any big trees at speed. On the other hand, instead of rolling into the ring of stumps surrounding the campfire like a comic actor entering from stage left, I rolled right into Kittywumpus Creek.

Let me tell you, if you’re already frightened half out of your mind from fear of suffocating in a sealed sleeping bag, finding yourself suddenly submerged in cold streaming water does not improve your mental state. No, not one little bit. Fortunately, Kittywumpus was only a few inches deep at that location, so in fact my situation could have been much worse.

That technicality did not calm my panic at the time.

What saved me was the unzipping of my bag, an act that probably happened mere seconds after I first sloshed into the frigid flow. The blessed purr of that zipper capped off a memory which to this day looms larger than other entire years of my youth.

The rescue—from potential drowning, suffocation, or heart attack—occurred so quickly after my splashdown because I landed mere inches from Bobby Borer and Dave Taylor, who were washing their mess kits in the creek when I crashed the scene. I suspect that moment looms large in their memories as well, albeit filed under a very different category.

I thought of Dave and Bobby as I opened my eyes. Actually, I didn’t open them so much as they flew open the way eyes do when slumber is disturbed by something fearfully shocking, like a smoke alarm or a shattering window. In my case, it was the memory of Wang’s Mercedes spinning after a needle prick.

From that instant on, the fear-inducing shocks piled on one after another, like cars crashing in a dense freeway fog. The first impact on my mental bumper was the fact that I couldn’t see anything. Not a single photon of light. In fact, the only way I knew my eyes were open was by feeling the flutter when I blinked.

The second realization followed the first like the trailer behind a truck. When I batted my eyes, I crinkled my face and that act made me aware that I was breathing through an oxygen mask. One of those plastic cups the flight attendants always demonstrate. I could feel its contours along with the elastic straps holding it snug.

The impact that compacted and compounded the whole panic pileup before setting it ablaze occurred when I felt about with my hands. That started out deceptively with an encouraging find, like spotting that light at the end of a long tunnel only to learn that it’s a train.

My fingertips felt padding. I wasn’t in a car trunk or concrete cell; I was on some sort of mattress. Most likely a hospital bed, I reasoned, given the oxygen mask. But when my hands explored further, feeling for the edge of the bed or perhaps the button that would summon a nurse, I found that the padding wasn’t just beneath me. The bed had walls. Very short walls. Walls that ended in a low padded roof.

I wasn’t on a bed. I was in a coffin.











Chapter 41

Tales from the Crypt




CLAUSTROPHOBICS HARBOR NO GREATER FEAR than being buried alive in a coffin. The stress imposed by the combination of helplessness and a slow, wasting, isolated death is virtually unbearable.

I consider myself a tough guy, both physically and mentally. Look at me or talk to me and you’ll likely share that impression. But I honestly believe I’d have gone insane then and there were it not for two things. One, I would never give up on my children. I will literally fight for them with my last breath. Two, the oxygen mask. It gave me hope.

You don’t bury your enemy alive and also take measures to ensure that he doesn’t suffocate. If Wang wanted to torture me, he’d have roused me for the burial. Therefore, he had a plan for me that didn’t end in this coffin. Well, maybe it did, but there’d be some action first, and action meant opportunity.

I’d pictured the buried-alive scenario dozens of times the way people do when their imaginations test the outer limits. I’d always imagined myself finding some means of digging out. Granted, in those scenarios, I’d been nailed in a crude pine box that had gone into a shallow grave, whereas I was, at the very least, sealed in a solid, proper coffin.

That put me in a considerably worse starting position as far as escape was concerned. Worse than the worst situation I had ever imagined. Wang got full points for that. In the revenge department, the princeling was a stellar overachiever. Strangling Tanya had been only the beginning.

But I was going to beat him. No way would I let that weasel win.

The trick was going to be preventing a crippling panic. I had to ward off an anxiety overload that would blow my brain’s circuits and leave me mentally paralyzed. That would be a constant struggle. There’s waiting and then there’s wondering if someone is going to unearth your grave before you suffocate.

Was I underground? It was pitch dark and silent as a grave.

Did I even want to know? Yes. Yes, I did. The more information I had, the better I could prepare for whatever was to come.

I spent some time methodically transitioning out of panic mode and into a puzzle-solving mindset. I visualized it happening. The black, viscous ooze of panic yielding to mental steel.

I’d like to say that I became calm, cool, and completely rational, but in truth I was struggling to keep my mental feet two steps from the edge of insanity. Once I was there, I began exploring with my arms and legs. I did this gently, lest I kink my oxygen line or break some other important apparatus.

I was indeed inside a proper coffin. A rectangular box with plush padding on all six sides. The tube from the mask disappeared into the mattress beneath me, presumably to an external tank. With my limited range of motion, I felt nothing besides the mask, the tubing, and the padding.

I latched onto the idea that I’d be unearthed any minute. That the tank at the end of the tube had to have a finite capacity. Surely Wang had done the calculation. Or so I thought until I sensed a change.

It wasn’t much of a difference, just a tad more effort in drawing each breath. But that tiny nudge was all it took to catapult me out of self-calming mode into Get-me-the-hell-out-of-here-now! mode. This was dangerous. Discovering that the walls around me were rock-solid would inflict the stress of hopelessness.

Nonetheless, I had no choice.

I squirmed until I had both my palms pressed firmly on the underside of the lid and my forearms were as close to perpendicular as I could get them, then I activated everything all at once. Triceps, shoulders, pecs, and a big exhale of breath. A million bench presses attempting to pay off all at the same time.

The lid flew open.

The coffin had been sealed, but it had not been locked or buried.

Feelings of euphoria flooded over me, along with diffused light. The most welcome light of my life. I’d probably only been awake for a hundred seconds or so before escaping, but fear had expanded that minute to endless proportions and seared their memory on my brain beside my daughters’ births and my wedding.

I sat up quickly but paused while poised to rip off the mask. Was the whole morbid setup devised to protect me from a toxic environment?

My coffin had been placed in what appeared to be a bedroom temporarily converted to a detention cell. It had wood laminate floors, plain white walls, and a new-construction feel.

The bare window was covered with what looked like opaque plexiglass. It let in light but gave me no clue as to what was out there beyond open sky. The door handle had been removed and replaced with a metal plate. The alterations were professional, but not prison grade. They were meant to detain me for days, not months.

I was still wearing my clothes, but my pockets had been cleaned out and my shoes and leather jacket were nowhere to be seen.

Besides the coffin, which was a basic but solid oak construction, the only objects in the ten-by-ten room were a cheap plastic bucket with a lid, a plastic bowl with a lid, and a 1.5-liter bottle of water with a colorful Chinese label I couldn’t read. I did not see a hidden camera, but assumed one was concealed in the air vent.

The bucket contained a roll of toilet paper. The bowl was filled with plain white sticky rice. I drank a third of the water, ate all the rice with my fingers, and made use of the bucket. Then I sat down on the coffin lid to contemplate and wait.

A base conclusion wasn’t hard to come by. I was in a prison cell. Being clean and light and dry and spacious, I supposed it was cheery as prison cells went, aside from the fact that the only furnishing was a casket.  

Beyond that, I concluded that I was being softened up for a demanding negotiation. My message to Wang had lauded my skills and promised my willing usefulness. Given his extreme response, I figured he’d decided to leverage it to the max. You give some people an inch and they take a mile.

Either that or Wang really was hell-bent on elaborate, demonic revenge. As if strangling Tanya and framing me for her murder weren’t enough.

While wanting more than that pound of flesh was an extreme response, it wasn’t entirely unpredictable. I was dealing with a very spoiled man who was reminded of Felix Sparks every time his one good eye glimpsed his scarred face in the mirror. I needed to bear that in mind going forward, wherever that may be.

As a Federal Air Marshal, I knew a thing or two about interrogations, which were a lopsided form of negotiation. Detainees were typically given an hour or two alone in a room not unlike the one where I was now. The vacuous solitude was designed to soften people up by getting them thinking about the realities of five or ten or twenty years in prison.

Based on that psychology, I bet myself it would be two hours before Wang’s interrogator came through the door. I lost that bet—twelve times over. Judging by the muted pattern of light coming through my window, Wang let me stew for a full 24 hours.

I was also wrong about the person who ultimately opened my door. Shockingly wrong.











Chapter 42

Out of the Box




I WAS VERY HUNGRY by the time the three bolts securing my door slid aside. I’d received nothing to eat or drink since discovering and devouring the bowl of sticky white rice the previous evening. Then again, no one had come to clean my bucket either, so that wasn’t an entirely bad thing.

Spicy food scents strong enough to overpower the bucket stench had taunted me on several occasions. Someone had been cooking in fairly close proximity to my door. Either that or my captor piped in the smell to torture me.

I rose from my seat on the coffin lid and stood tall as the first bolt slid back, psychologically bracing myself for what was to come. I expected to see the man I’d spoken with on the phone. The man who had opened the Mercedes door and injected me with knockout juice. I expected him to be holding a handgun and backed by at least one other guy who was similarly armed. But again, I was zero for two.

The person opening the door was neither a man nor accompanied. She wasn’t even armed. She was, however, familiar. It was Maylin, the flight attendant Wang had assaulted and I’d thought I had rescued. Apparently, I was wrong about that as well.

In the end, Wang had gotten her exactly where he wanted her. I had helped no one, hurt the two of us—and quite likely gotten my wife killed.

The whole scenario made it crystal clear that Wang had a twisted and vengeful soul. I upped the odds that he’d strangled Tanya to eighty percent, reserving the twenty percent only because I’d reached out to him and not the other way around.

Walking through the open door, it immediately became clear that I had, in fact, been in the emptied bedroom of an apartment. A working apartment. Maylin and I were in someone’s home.

I’d entered the main space that served as living room, dining room, and kitchen. Wonderful smells filled the air. My nose couldn’t help but begin parsing the appetizing scents. I detected citrus, soy, and chili, but no coffee. My stomach started to rumble.

I forced my mind to move on.

The apartment struck me as efficient and modern in the mass-produced sense, like a large hotel room. I saw an entryway nook and two other doors, one presumably to the master bedroom and the other to the bathroom. All the blinds were closed.

I returned my attention to Maylin, who had thus far remained silent. I asked her the obvious question. “Is this your apartment?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you lived in Beijing, not San Francisco.”

“Tianjin, actually.”

Tianjin was the enormous Beijing suburb where Wang’s father was mayor. That helped to explain Wang’s brash behavior toward her. “You just keep this place for layovers?”

Maylin shook her head. “No, I live here with my parents. That’s my room,” she added, beckoning toward my coffin.

I was disoriented, famished, and stressed, and therefore my processor wasn’t spinning at full speed, so I was slow to leap the reality rift. “We’re in Tianjin? I’m in China?”

Maylin nodded. “Yes. At the apartment I bought from GreenRoof Holdings, Mr. Wang’s company.”

I spent a long moment processing that twist. It put everything in a whole new light.

For starters, the casket hadn’t been an intimidation tactic, at least not primarily. It had been a smuggling device. That explained why the oxygen tank had been concealed beneath me in the bottom of the casket.

The big shakeup, however, was in my status. I was no longer an inmate locked in a cell. I was a prisoner confined to a country.

I had no money and no means of communication or transportation. I had no friends within a thousand miles, and I didn’t speak the language. As bad as that was, I immediately realized that it got worse. Much worse.

Not only did I have no identification, paramount among which was a passport, but if the Chinese authorities learned who I was, I’d be jailed, tried, and imprisoned for assaulting the rich and powerful son of a richer and more powerful politician. My investigation of the Chinese justice system made that clear.

On the other hand, if I somehow made it to the U.S. Embassy in Beijing—presumably on the run without so much as a pair of shoes—I’d immediately be arrested for murdering my wife. At that point, I’d look even more guilty than I had when I woke up beside my strangled wife, having assaulted two police officers and fled to China.

Meanwhile, my kids were nine time zones away and living under the very fragile illusion that everything was going to be all right. They’d lost their mother. They were likely going to lose their father. And if that happened, they’d lose their house given that I couldn’t pay the mortgage.

Still, I wasn’t buried alive. I could fight on. I would fight on! I would fight for my daughters with everything I had until I had no more.

I refocused on the room to see Maylin studying my face. Her eyes carried a lot of emotion, but I couldn’t tell if it was compassion or pity or something more complicated.

“Please sit down,” she said, gesturing toward the kitchen table.

My minder had told me that she lived there with her parents, but the table had only two chairs. Then again, there was no knife block in the kitchen, so the scene had clearly been staged for the production I was now starring in.

I eyed the busy stovetop and the steaming rice cooker and happily complied. Instead of taking the seat opposite me, however, Maylin stood off to the side. She came to rest at attention, like a servant at Buckingham Palace.

The plot thickens, I mused, attempting to reduce my anxiety.

I considered standing up and exploring, but only for a second. I was very obviously a tourist on Wang’s ego trip. The sooner he was satisfied, the sooner I’d get a shot at satisfaction of my own. Anything I did to poke him would only incur more petulant displays of power. If I was going to beat him—and I was going to beat him—I had to play the long game.

So I sat, still and quiet, except for my stomach. It was more interested in the short game.

After a half-hour of inactivity, the door to the second bedroom opened and two large, identical-looking men emerged. They wore black suits and earpieces and had telltale bulges on both sides of their chests. Both sides. I found that intriguing if not odd until I caught a brief glimpse of yellow plastic. They were packing handguns and Tasers.

When I say the guys were large, I mean at least 6′5″ to my 6′4″. I wondered if that was an intentional one-upmanship move. If Wang was going out of his way to put me in my place, or that was just how he rolled.

As I studied the Twin Towers, men who’d obviously been watching me via hidden camera, each moved to one side of the entryway and stood at attention. The door opened a few seconds later and Wang came in.

He was not wearing an eyepatch.











Chapter 43

Surprise Attack




BEATS HAD MET MEREDITH SUTHERLAND a year earlier after cracking the human trafficking case that became a centerpiece of the D.A.’s reelection campaign, but she had never been to Sutherland’s private office. Hers was definitely a politician’s lair. Lots of celebrity photos, mounted press clippings, and awards of the plaque and pedestal variety. Those in addition to the obligatory family photos and diplomas.

While Beats didn’t generally care for people who pursued vanity prizes, she had to admit this display was impressive. More substantive than most.

Alameda County’s district attorney had gone from an orphanage to the Ivy League and then to Berkeley Law. She’d started a successful practice that culminated in arguing a pivotal workers’ rights case before the Supreme Court prior to stepping across the courtroom aisle to work for the prosecution.

Beats took the invitation as a good sign. Now she had to make a good impression. She wasn’t going to be giving Sutherland exactly what she wanted, but she hoped to make her happy nonetheless.

“Thanks for coming, Detective. The political landscape has changed overnight and now I need to move faster than previously anticipated on the Sparks case. I would appreciate a frank and candid update.”

Beats gave a respectful nod. “I understand. Thank you for the opportunity. There have been a few developments since we spoke. First of all, I’ve uncovered nothing that points the finger at anyone but the husband, who’s gone quiet on me. I see no downside in proceeding with the arrest warrant.”

“You’ve uncovered no additional evidence against him, but nothing exculpatory either?”

“Correct. We’ve got means, motive, and opportunity. He’ll almost certainly use a straw man defense, so you’ll want to be prepared for that.”

“Got it,” Sutherland said, spinning a pen around her thumb as she thought things through. After five successful twirls she stopped and refocused on Beats. “You said you had a few things for me?”

Beats nodded. “When we met in Chief Mendoza’s office, I mentioned a cybersecurity consultant believed to be connected to Russian organized crime. One who allegedly had a private investigator killed when said investigator was foolish enough to attempt extortion.”

“Vitaly Meski,” Sutherland confirmed. “Is that the straw man you think Felix will use?”

“No. I don’t believe he knows about Meski. Zykin claims he hasn’t spoken to Felix, and Meski gave no indication that anyone else had approached him. Therefore, I’m treating Meski as a separate case. A case I think you’ll like.”

“Why?” Sutherland asked, her tone noncommittal.

“Meski attempted to bribe me into backing off. Not in a way that could be prosecuted, but in a way that makes this look like a big operation. The kind of operation that makes headlines when it’s uncovered and busted.”

“Go on,” Sutherland urged.

“Meski gave me an email, DoubleYourIncome@rambler.ru, where I could write to ‘consult for the Russian Chamber of Commerce.’”

“Interesting. Did you reach out to see where that went?”

“No. I decided to tread lightly until I’d consulted your office. I didn’t want to get out over my skis.”

“Really? You don’t strike me as the timid type, Detective.”

“My meeting with Meski was unusual in more ways than one. He conspicuously sent a text during our meeting, right after requesting my card. It doesn’t contain my address, of course, but nonetheless when I arrived home, I found a Russian cigarette burning on the kitchen counter, and my pet fish in the microwave.”

Sutherland blanched. “That would give anyone pause. What would you like to do?”

“My contact at the FBI says this is very likely related to a large Russian ransomware operation. I figured you might be keenly interested in busting one of those.”

“You got that right. But there’s a reason the FBI hasn’t already moved. There’s no one to move against. Ransomware is a cybercrime. The criminals are in Russia.”

“Except Meski.”

Sutherland shrugged. “Do you have some way of linking him to the ransomware attacks? Something the FBI hasn’t thought of?” Sutherland looked skeptical, but she leaned forward in anticipation.

“Tax evasion.”

The D.A. deflated. “The Russians have thought of that. They will pay Meski overseas in someplace like Cyprus. It will be a numbered account. He’ll keep his money there.”

“I agree. But that’s regarding Vitaly. Maria Meski is living in an apartment she can’t account for because it was paid for with Vitaly’s offshore funds as part of their divorce settlement.”

That perked Sutherland back up. She was experiencing a condensed version of Beats’ investigative rollercoaster. “So we get to him through her.”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

“But neither you nor I work for the IRS.”

“Which means the IRS doesn’t know what we know. I’m thinking Mrs. Meski will be interested in keeping things that way.”











Chapter 44

The Threat




IT WAS RARE for a district attorney to do field work, but Meredith Sutherland knew a political winner when she saw one, and she didn’t trust anyone else to bring it home. Not even the detective who’d brought it to her. At least that was Beats’s appraisal.

Beats didn’t mind. The drive to San Francisco gave her exposure to the most powerful person in the Alameda County justice system, without any risk. If they blew it with Maria Meski, Sutherland couldn’t blame her.

The district attorney wanted to catch Ms. Meski off guard. Fortunately for them, the concierge in Maria’s building had a penchant for speeding and happened to live in Alameda County. In exchange for a bit of leniency on his latest ticket, he was happy to do the D.A. a favor by confirming the divorcee’s presence and outlining her habitual schedule before they made the drive across the bay.

Maria recognized Beats from their last conversation and seemed none too pleased to see her again. Nonetheless, she invited them in once introductions were made.

“Some tea would be lovely,” Beats suggested, leveraging the Russian hospitality habit. “We just want to chat.”

Maria motioned them toward her marble dining table with its waterfront view. “Of course. Please have a seat.”

Sutherland stayed silent while the water came to a boil, allowing the tension to build. Once the tea was on the table, she said, “You can relax. We’re here to help you head off a serious issue, so you don’t end up bankrupt or in jail.”

Maria’s eyes widened. “I’m sure you have me mistaken with someone else. I have no business. I do nothing that anyone in law enforcement would find the least bit interesting. I’m all shopping, shows, and sandy beaches these days.”

“That’s pretty much the point,” Sutherland said. “The ‘no business’ part. Your divorce settlement was unremarkable, your only income is a modest spousal support payment, and yet you live a life of leisurely luxury.”

The words froze Maria. She’d stepped on a landmine, heard the pressure switch click beneath her foot, and sensed that her next move could be fatal.

Beats said nothing.

Sutherland said nothing.

All three sipped tea.

Eventually, Maria landed on an answer and attempted extrication. “Men tend to be generous with me.” The statement was undoubtedly true. She was a long-legged blonde with big tits, pouty lips, fashion sense, and a tan.

“I’m sure they are,” Sutherland said. “But taking you to dinner is one thing, giving you $1.8 million to buy a condo is quite another. When you fail to report a gift of that size to the IRS, it’s considered tax evasion. The IRS sends tax evaders of that scale to jail.”

The delay was shorter this time. The answer more assured. “But the payment was part of my divorce settlement. That’s tax free. I remember Mrs. Sparks making exactly that point, may she rest in peace.”

“That’s true, so long as the funds are accounted for and disclosed. But that wasn’t the case, was it?”

Again, Maria froze.

This time, Beats came to the rescue, as had been their plan. “We just need to know where Vitaly got his money. Once we have that information, we won’t need to get the IRS involved in your finances.”

“But I don’t know anything about Vitaly’s business. He does software consulting. Do I look like a programmer?”

“We understand, Maria. And as the district attorney said at the start, we’re here to keep you out of trouble.”

“How do I do that?”

The magic question, Beats thought.

“That’s the right question,” Sutherland said. “Your excellent attorney, the unfortunate Tanya Sparks, got you the generous, unreported settlement from which you now benefit every day. And as you know, Detective Dubrey here, Beatrice, is investigating Tanya’s murder. She’s hoping to clear Vitaly’s name from her list of suspects, but she can’t do that without Tanya’s notes on your divorce.

“Now, we could get them by going through the IRS, which has tremendous subpoena powers.” As Sutherland spoke, she gestured as if presenting to a jury. “But that would certainly result in a big tax bill for you, probably with large penalties and quite possibly jail time. Much better for you and Vitaly if you simply give us access to your complete file, bypassing the IRS.”

“That’s all,” Beats said, emphasizing the D.A.’s words with a shrug. “Do that and the city will give you immunity for crimes related to your divorce filing.”

“All you want is access to my divorce files?”

“That’s it,” Sutherland confirmed while pulling a two-page immunity agreement from her bag. “We’ll get them directly from Cemya Law. Sign here, and that will be the end of it.”

“Sounds good. I just need to check with Mr. Zykin.”

“But the documents are coming from him,” Beats said.

“Yes, but you want me to sign the agreement before Mr. Zykin sees it.”

“Can you think of any reason why he wouldn’t want you to have immunity? Any reason that has your best interests at heart?”

As Beats finished her final pitch, Sutherland pulled out a pen. “Read it, sign it, and be done with it. Then you can get back to your shopping, shows, and sandy beaches knowing that you’ll never see us or hear about this unpleasant business again.”











Chapter 45 

Golden Ticket




DISTRICT ATTORNEY MEREDITH SUTHERLAND phoned family law attorney Anton Zykin from her car, informing him that she was on the way to his office and requesting that he make himself available in fifteen minutes. As one would expect, given the power dynamic, Zykin agreed to be accommodating.

He was.

“Madam District Attorney, welcome to Cemya Law. It’s an honor to have you. How can I be of assistance?”

“We’re helping out one of Mrs. Sparks’ clients,” Sutherland replied. “Just gave her a sweetheart deal in fact. A golden ticket.”

“Golden ticket?” Zykin asked.

“The one every criminal dreams of, but few ever receive. Immunity, Anton. We just gave Maria Meski immunity.”

“I wasn’t aware that Ms. Meski needed immunity,” Zykin said, his face calm as a gliding duck while his mind churned behind gray eyes.

“Yes, well, she was Mrs. Sparks’ client, not yours, so that’s understandable.”

“Immunity from what?”

“Prosecution for crimes related to her divorce settlement.”

“I’m sure I have no idea what you’re referencing,” Zykin said, even though he surely did. “But since you’ve been kind enough to fix it for me, I suppose that’s of no consequence. May I ask what Ms. Meski agreed to in exchange for this golden ticket?”

Sutherland pulled a copy of the contract from her bag. “She agreed to hand over all files related to her divorce, including but not limited to reports, notes, documents, videos, images, and recordings, with a specific callout to all work produced by the late Mr. Fredo Babu.”

“You presented this offer to Ms. Meski without giving her the benefit of having counsel present?”

“Our living room chat reached a point where Ms. Meski became very interested in an immunity deal. She was quite certain you’d be eager to see her granted this kind of a golden ticket, if you had her best interests at heart. Was she wrong?”

Zykin blinked twice and glanced at the ground before answering. “Not in principle. The devil’s in the details.”

“Maria has every right to turn over her files. And I’m sure you’ll find the immunity offer to be both comprehensive and generous. Therefore, I really don’t see any downside for her. Do you?”

“I suppose not, if what you say is accurate.”

“Good. Given that the immunity is forfeited if there’s any delay in the transfer of her files, I’ve brought a portable drive with me. Why don’t you go ahead and drag and drop so I can get out of your hair. While you’re doing that, I’ll leave you with this.” Sutherland slid another document onto Zykin’s desk.

“What’s that?”

“It’s a duly executed order to preserve evidence. It pertains to all files related to the Meski divorce. Just a little something to make sure your finger doesn’t slip. As a precaution it’s completely superfluous, I’m sure.”

“Quite.”

 

Beats studied Sutherland’s face as the D.A. slid back into her car.

“I got everything,” Sutherland said.

“You sure?”

“I watched him drag the whole file onto my drive. Then I reminded him that Maria’s immunity was forfeited if he held anything back. Then I reminded him of the order to preserve files. He assured me I had everything, that he was confident nothing had been omitted.”

“What about the Babu files?”

“They’re in there. I had him show them to me.”

Beats couldn’t believe how quickly this case had come together. Yesterday she had an idea; today the D.A. had a case. A major case. A career-making, national news headlines kind of case. And she had one person to thank.

But it wasn’t in the bag yet. “I’m thinking we should move just as fast on Vitaly Meski.”

“I agree,” Sutherland said. “But now that we’ve got him, I’m not sure how to play it.”

“What’s not clear?”

“We’re assuming we have evidence that he received millions offshore, presumably for supplying his colleagues in Moscow with access to the companies they went on to extort with ransomware demands.”

“Right. At the very least you can jail him for tax evasion and in so doing shut down a Russian ransomware operation afflicting the Bay Area and beyond. The headlines write themselves.”

“Agreed. Although while that will be good for me, it will only pause the attacks. It won’t stop them. The Russians will just get another Silicon Valley spy.”

Beats was familiar with the feeling. Police never eliminated crime; at best they paused it. There was always another thief, drug dealer, or wife beater on the endless scroll that was the shift call sheet. Every void Beats created with a breakthrough or arrest was immediately filled. The justice system wasn’t draining sludge from a swamp, it was bailing buckets from a river.

Beats gave Sutherland a knowing nod. “Permanent or not, you and I already did more for Northern California’s cybersecurity this week than the entire FBI. Imagine what we might accomplish if we offered Vitaly Meski a deal.”











Chapter 46

Mindset




MY GAZE went straight to Wang’s right eye as he joined me at the table. The scarring was light but in an extremely prominent place. Wang’s right pupil was the scary part of the picture. Rather than black it was milky.

My captor didn’t speak as he sat. He let his ruined eye open the conversation. It said I owed him.

I would rather have lost my eye than my wife, but bit my tongue. Given that the only path back to my kids was through his good graces, I asked, “How can I help you?”

Wang grew a slight, satisfied smile, then nodded toward Maylin.

She moved to the stove, and I heard the clinking of pots and pans behind me. Even the uncorking of a wine bottle.

Wang studied me in silence.

I studied him in silence.

This was our first face-to-face encounter since the plane.

I expected Maylin to produce a steaming pot of coffee, but she put two small cups of tea on the table instead. She then put a large, narrow red wine glass before Wang and poured from a bottle of Zinfandel.

He did the tasting thing and nodded, first toward the bottle, then toward me.

Maylin completed his pour then filled a glass for me.

Wang took a sip.

I took a sip.

Maylin put finger bowls filled with warm lemony water on the table and crisp white cloth napkins in our laps.

The clatter of kitchenware continued behind me. The scent of roast duck taunted my nose. We continued to silently sip our wine. By the time the plates arrived I was ready to eat rubber.

She presented Wang with Peking duck, pre-wrapped for his convenience in pancakes with scallions and plum sauce. I got a bowl of white rice.

We both ate with our fingers, I like a peasant, he like an emperor, while the servants did their best to blend into the furniture. The silent message rang loud and clear.

Once we’d cleaned our plates, Maylin removed them, topped off our wine and tea, and disappeared into the master bedroom. The Twin Towers remained behind.

At last, Wang spoke. “Our lives are permanently entwined, Mr. Sparks, given what you’ve done to my eye. There is a lot of energy in play.”

I nodded. I sensed what he meant as I studied his disfigured face and peered into his one good eye. At that moment, the energy felt like one of China’s famous bullet trains. A monstrous, gigantic, unstoppable force, roaring down the tunnel of my life at over 250 miles per hour. In my mind, it was speeding toward my kids, and I was the only obstacle on the track.

Wang had an entirely different take. He said, “A wise man always attempts to turn energy into a positive force, not a negative one. I am not always wise, as my father constantly points out, and you happened to observe. But I am trying.”

On that odd note, Wang rose and left the table. He half-turned as Tower 2 opened the door, then left me with a parting question.  “Are you a wise man, Mr. Sparks?”

Once the door closed behind him, the Towers returned to the master bedroom and Maylin emerged. She was carrying a 6-pack of large water bottles. She set it down by the door to my room, then gestured me inside.

The 6-pack amounted to a week of prison rations. A week! If my calculations were correct, that would take me to July 21, the eve before my return-to-work deadline. Wang’s power play was going to cost me my job, again.

I had no time to think about that now. I downed the rest of my wine and the rest of Wang’s. Then I polished off both cups of tea. I wasn’t going to leave calories or hydration on the table.

While stooping before Maylin to retrieve the water, I whispered, “How long?”

Fear flashed in her eyes, followed by indecision, then resolution. She gave a barely perceptible shrug. Three seconds later, she bolted me in my cage.

I needed to prepare for a week of what Wang would consider marinating. A week without food, or information, or the flushing of my bucket. A week without the opportunity to comfort my girls.

I resolved then and there, in the dimming light of a Chinese apartment, that I was going to beat the week and with it Wang, not the other way around. They had cut me off and confined me, but I retained control of my body and mind. How I dealt with this situation was entirely my choice.

I began by counting my blessings. I was not wounded or sick. I had a soft place to sleep and clean water. Food would be nice, but fasting could be highly beneficial. Starving activates autophagy, the process through which a body recycles old and damaged cells to make room for healthy new ones. It spurs a spring cleaning of sorts. Medically speaking, it was entirely possible that Wang was inadvertently curing me of early-stage cancer.

That first night, I caught up on sleep but I paid a steep price. I dreamed that I was strangling Tanya. The imagery was so vivid that it stuck once I woke. For a second, I even expected to find her beside me.

I knew this was merely my subconscious purging a deep-seated fear, but nonetheless, I worried about the consequences. I now had a memory of murdering my wife.

I prayed the dream wouldn’t recur.

I attempted to banish the thought by creating an alphabetized list of the blessings in my life. Memorizing it carried me through to the next surprise.

My estimate of a week proved to be way off. The 6-pack had been a psychological ploy. The bolts drew back after just forty-seven hours. This time, I left my cell with the bucket in my hand.

The Twin Towers retained their posts as I emerged. Maylin simply watched me wide-eyed as I took my waste to the bathroom and dumped it in the toilet. Apparently, their instructions hadn’t covered that scenario, so I rinsed and dumped it two more times. Then I washed my face and hands with soap before returning the bucket to my cell with two extra rolls of paper inside.

Nobody said a word.

Having gained that small but substantial first precedent of power while improving my hygienic situation, I gave Maylin a quick bow of thanks and returned to the table. Clearly relieved, she assumed her servile stance off to the side while we waited for Wang to arrive.

He didn’t keep us waiting for long.











Chapter 47

No Path to Justice




WANG DIDN’T ASK ME if I’d considered his prior remarks. He knew I had. He also made no mention of my time in isolation. There was no need. He’d established most clearly and convincingly that he wielded a big stick and he’d given me a taste of its power. Tonight, he would focus on the carrot. I hoped.

Maylin filled two glasses with Napa Cabernet before disappearing behind me into the kitchen. I heard the sizzle of meat hitting a hot pan, twice. A second later, the room filled with the aroma of seasoned beef searing at high heat.

The hammer of desire hit me hard when the sound of crisping fat kicked in, teasing my ears as an overtone of butter taunted my nose. Clearly, Wang was priming me with temptation and desire.

Despite the culinary extravaganza distracting my starved senses, Wang got my full attention once he opened his mouth. “I have a problem I need you to help me with, Mr. Sparks. That was your offer, correct?”

“It was,” I acknowledged, as the bullet train sped into view.

“If you make my problem go away, I will then solve yours.”

“My problems?” I prompted.

“The Red Notice will be withdrawn, and you will be returned to San Francisco. I’ll even get you a passenger ticket this time. First class.”

For me, a ticket home was a ticket to jail. Did Wang not know that? I’d have a lot to think through—once he defined his problem and how I was supposed to make it go away, as though I couldn’t guess. “That sounds fair,” I said, playing along.

Wang nodded with me. “A little background before we get to the good stuff. I’m a major player in the Chinese real estate development and construction business. In fact, I’ve built enough homes here in China to house the entire population of California,” he added. “I’m talking quality, modern apartments like this one.” He gestured around.

I believed him.

I’d done my research.

Wang’s claim wasn’t as preposterous as it sounded to American ears. With 1.4 billion people to house, China had developed automated assembly lines for apartments. Developers like Wang could crank out housing units the way Detroit could produce cars. I’d found the YouTube videos to be both eye opening and captivating.

They designed the manufactured apartments in modular blocks the exact size of cargo containers. That way they could be trucked or trained or shipped to building sites, where cranes could quickly stack them like Legos. Using that high-volume method, companies like Wang’s GreenRoof Holdings could erect entire apartment buildings in a single day once the foundation was laid.

“In China, the real estate business is enormous,” Wang continued. “In recent years, it has accounted for over a quarter of the entire economy. All the smartest guys got in on the game.

“When it kept growing, we reinvested all our money and even got the big global funds, companies like your Goldman Sachs and Blackrock, to invest tens of billions of additional dollars. Everyone was eager to participate because the growth was incredible, China’s need was insatiable, and the business was considered too big to fail, as you Americans like to say.

“Unfortunately, when the Chinese economy experienced a hiccup, the CCP cracked down hard by implementing the infamous “three red lines” policy, which limited our ability to borrow money. Then regional governments stopped promoting new construction. This combination left developers like me with no working capital to finish our projects.”

I nodded but said nothing. The spectacular collapse of companies run by Asia’s richest citizens had been making international headlines for the last year or so as behemoths like Evergrande defaulted. It was a sad story. But I had no idea how I could possibly help. The brightest minds in China had been trying to solve the issue for years and were at a loss.

Wang saw me processing his words. He read the skepticism on my face. Then he smiled. “While the residential construction business is all but dead, there are still a few commercial construction contracts available. Government contracts. Big contracts. People don’t just need homes; they need schools and hospitals.

“Historically, those contracts were allocated at the regional level. I would regularly win contracts in Tianjin, and another developer, Yao Yan, would win them in Beijing.”

“Yao Yan?” I asked.

“The son-in-law of Beijing Mayor Yao Tao.”

I saw where this was headed but said nothing.

“The CCP is now running the show directly. They figure that if they can get one major developer back on solid financial footing, that will break the cycle.”

“And they’re going to do that by awarding a single huge contract?” I guessed.

“Correct. It will go either to Yao Yan or to me. One of us will live and one of us will die, economically speaking. You see where this is going, Mr. Sparks?”

“You want my help in ensuring that you win the contract.”

“Correct.”

“By removing Yao Yan from the competition,” I clarified.

Wang raised his wine glass, cueing Maylin to serve the steaks. She did just that, dishing up rice and a green vegetable in garlic butter sauce along with the thick slabs of seared meat.

She didn’t pre-slice the meat, Asian style. Instead, Maylin brought us forks and steak knives. I figured that was a calculated move. A test to ensure that I understood the depth of my predicament, and the extent of my dependency on Wang’s assistance.

I did.

I couldn’t get off the track. I couldn’t stop the train. Only Wang could save me. I needed him alive and cooperative.

We ate in silence while I digested his offer and Maylin’s glorious cooking.

Once I’d finished inhaling my steak and veggies, Wang set his silverware down and pushed his half-eaten plate forward. Did I want his scraps? Damn right I did! Pride had no place in war, and only foolish soldiers refused to fuel up when they could.

My captor watched me as I ate, pleased and amused by my predictability.

When I finished, I set down my silverware and wiped my mouth with my napkin. “Why not have them solve your problem?” I asked, motioning toward the Twin Towers.

Wang snapped his fingers. Maylin immediately took our plates to the kitchen and topped off our wine glasses before disappearing into the bedroom.

“You, of all people, shouldn’t need to ask me that,” Wang replied.

“Still, I’m asking.”

Wang spread his hands. “I’m trying to channel positive energy. But if you insist?”

“I do.”

“When a wife passes away prematurely, who is always the prime suspect?”

“The husband.”

“And why is that?”

“It almost always is the husband.”

“Exactly. Suppose the husband is in Mexico when the wife is murdered. Then what do the police assume?”

“They assume the husband paid someone to kill the wife.”

“Right again. The husband is assumed to be guilty unless and until the police come across a better suspect. Now, tell me this,” Wang said, raising a finger. “When it’s not a wife but a powerful businessman who is killed, who do the police assume to be guilty?”

“Whoever has the most to gain from his death.”

“Correct. Therefore, if Yao Yan should suddenly shuffle off his mortal coil, as you Americans like to say in your movies, who would the police suspect? Who would his father-in-law, the mighty mayor of Beijing, insist that they arrest?”

“You.”

“That’s right. Me. They would come after me, unless it was obvious from the start that it was someone else.”

“Like a big white guy,” I said.

“I’ve never employed anyone like you, Mr. Sparks. And I’d certainly never hire you in particular. The Red Notice proves that beyond a reasonable doubt. On the other hand, Yao Yan has dozens of relationships with guys like you. Hundreds even. He lives and works in Beijing, where all the expats live. He socializes with them all the time. Many of them even invested in his company and lost all their money.”

I saw the logic. I even bought it, for the most part. “Tell me about Yao Yan.”

Wang smiled to himself. He figured I was looking for some kind of moral justification for killing the guy and assumed it wouldn’t take much. He figured I’d leap on any reason to trade Yao Yan’s life for my own. I watched him start to answer then stop himself, calculating that I’d be more receptive to whatever news he gave me if I had to work for it. “What do you want to know?” he asked.

“What does Yao do when he’s not working?”

“He pumps iron, and he pumps women.”

“Interesting combination. Where’s his gym?”

“At his office.”

“Where does he meet the women?”

“Also at his office. The man’s a real workaholic, or so his wife thinks,” Wang said with a chuckle.

“Lots of women?”

“One a day, like a vitamin.” As Wang spoke, I saw one of the towers walk toward my room carrying two bags. A moment later, I heard drilling. Something was being installed in my room.

I listened.

Wang waited. He knew what the Tower was doing, but I saw that he didn’t plan to tell me. Clearly, he wanted me to discover it for myself.

Once the bodyguard returned to his post, I asked Wang, “How does Yao meet so many women if he’s always at his office?”

“Meet isn’t really the word. I doubt he ever learns most of their names. He sees them in clubs or restaurants, and he selects them.”

“You mean he just points?”

“What’s the point of power if you can’t get pussy?”

“But how? Surely there are laws against rape in China?”

“Yes, of course. But it’s not rape. And it’s not immediate. The girls go on a list and then his assistant follows up. The foreigners do it for money. Yao is particularly fond of Natashas. Russian girls. The younger the better. The locals do it because their fathers tell them to.”

“Their fathers? Are you kidding me?”

“In China, nobody messes with the CCP.”

“And denying the son-in-law of the mayor of Beijing is considered messing with the CCP?”

“In practical terms, yes.”

“Is what they’re doing legal?”

“Of course not. But nobody would dare say a word to the police, much less testify in court. Even if someone got so outraged that they were willing to speak up regardless of the consequences, there’s no path to justice against a man who can both help and harm the region’s judges, prosecutors, and police chiefs.”

Wang checked his watch then rose. “I must go. You take a day to think about it. Weigh your options. Tomorrow night, if you’re agreeable, we’ll discuss the details.”











Chapter 48

Balancing Act




THE OPTIONS Wang had put on the table did not need to be weighed. There was no comparison. Wang had me. The “day to think” was designed to ensure that I fully understood my situation.

I vowed to waste no time dwelling on the unpleasantries Wang presented. I would use the break to devise a third option.

As I entered my room, my eyes went to the bag the Tower had left behind. It contained my shoes and leather jacket. By placing them there, Wang was dangling my old life before my nose. Tempting me with what I wanted most. Putting it so close I could feel it.

I took a second to covertly inspect the leather jacket. My phone and wallet were missing, but much to my delight, the hidden camera was still in place. Ernie was a genius.

I didn’t immediately notice what Wang’s guy had done with the drill. They’d cut the power to my room, and it was dark outside the window.

My eyes began the search by scanning the ceiling and walls. I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for. A camera or an explosive charge, perhaps. Something Wang could use to extinguish me at the press of a button. But that wasn’t it at all.

The Princeling’s 6′5″ servant had installed two U-bolts on my coffin. Simple bends of quarter-inch steel welded to thick iron plates with small holes in each of the four corners. The plates were screwed down an inch apart, one to the lid, one to the base. In forty-one years, I’d never received a clearer, nonverbal message. Kill Yao Yan or get buried alive.

I didn’t sleep well that night. But by the morning I had formulated an option I could live with. That allowed me to sleep enough during the day to be rested when the bolts finally drew back.

This time, I was not escorted to the table. There was to be no last meal. Instead, Wang was seated just outside my door in an armchair. A throne if you will. One of the Twin Towers loomed over each shoulder.

“Have you made up your mind?” Wang asked.

“How would it work?” I replied. “I don’t speak Mandarin. Don’t know Beijing. I have no money, no car, no identification, no weapons. Meanwhile, your rival is likely both hard to reach and well protected.”

Wang smiled. The anticipated questions had been asked, the clever answer was prepared. “You will receive an intelligence dossier on Yao. It’s thick and thorough and identifies multiple security gaps. For the rest, an associate of mine will see to your every need. She will be your translator, assistant, guide, and girlfriend. She’ll pay your bills and tickle your balls. By the time you’ve done what needs doing, you’ll be so delighted by her attention that you’ll be thinking twice about leaving China.”

“Your carrot is as big as your stick,” I noted.

Wang inclined his head.

“And this associate you mentioned?”

Rather than answer, Wang clapped his hands.

Maylin came running from the bedroom, dropped to her knees beside the throne, and bowed her head. The sight disgusted and outraged me. I’d make Wang pay for that insult to her dignity.

“Do we have a deal, Mr. Sparks?”

I studied the scene. Before me, two monsters with tasers and semi-automatics, a scared and supplicating flight attendant, and a spoiled princeling. Behind me, an oak coffin with a padlocking lid. It was not a pretty picture.

I met Wang’s eye. “No.”

Wang blinked his one good eye. “No? Did you just tell me no?”

“We don’t have a deal. Not yet.”

Wang’s jaw clenched. The Two Towers tensed. “My patience is wearing thin, Mr. Sparks.”

“Before I commit, I want to be crystal clear about our agreement.” I held out my left palm. “You want me to ensure that you win the contract that will save your company by eliminating the competition. Correct?”

“Correct.”

“And if I do that, you will then revoke the Red Notice and fly me home. Correct?”

“First class,” Wang said.

“And you’ll have no problem revoking the Red Notice? There’s no possibility of rejection or delay?”

“I can do it with one phone call. It will take me five minutes.”

“Okay, so five minutes of your time and a $5,000 plane ticket in exchange for me risking my life to make you tens of millions of dollars.” I held out my right palm and weighed it against the left. “That seems a bit off balance.”

Wang nodded to himself for a second before raising a finger. “I just realized that I never introduced you to my associates, Yī and Èr.” He pronounced the second name like the letter R while gesturing to his left. “I can’t tell them apart, but Yī is always to my right and Èr remains on my left. Those aren’t their real names. Not even close. Yī and Èr are Mandarin for One and Two.

“Until last night, this one was Yī,” Wang said, pointing to his left. “I demoted him to Èr when he confessed that he’d forgotten to complete the second part of last night’s special project. You see, in addition to installing the lock on your coffin, Mr. Sparks, the man then known as Yī was also supposed to drill an air hole in the top of the coffin. But he forgot, so now he’s Èr.

“The point is, you will not die quickly when I lock you in that box, Mr. Sparks. My intent is to dribble in food and water. If I keep that going long enough, you will literally drown in your own shit. Think about it and tell me, how does that factor into your balancing act?”

“That does even things up a bit,” I admitted. “But I’m still going to need one more thing. It’s trivial for you, but important to me.”

“And what’s that?”

I gestured around at the window and walls. “You have thousands of these apartments, right? Tens of thousands even.”

“What’s your point?”

“Once I’ve secured your victory, you give Maylin the apartment of her choice. Free and clear. A bonus for her hard work assisting me.”

Wang smiled. “You know, a man with your balls could be so much more than a measly government agent. I could use a guy like you.”

“Do we have a deal?”

“We do, Mr. Sparks. We do. But with that deal comes a promise. If you try any tricks, I’ll be ordering two additional coffins to be buried beside yours, both child-sized. Are we clear?”

The man did know where to poke a guy. “We’re clear.”

Wang held up his right hand and snapped his fingers. Yī produced a tablet and passed it to me. “The Yao dossier is on here. The files cannot be transferred or copied. The entire tablet will auto-erase twenty-four hours from now. You can take notes if you need them, but do not attempt to forward or photograph anything. Are we clear?”

“We’re clear. I’ll read everything tonight. Tomorrow, I’ll give you a list of any supplies or information I’ll need.”

“Your mention of supplies reminds me,” Wang said, snapping the fingers of his left hand.

Èr handed me a small bag.

“Cheek implants,” Wang said. “They’re for fooling facial recognition systems. Put them in, remove your wig, and Maylin will take a photo for your new passport.”

The princeling didn’t wait for my reaction. He just rose and headed toward the door with Yī in front and Èr behind. He stopped a few feet short and half-turned the same way he had after our first, brief meeting. “I nearly forgot to give you the password for the tablet. It’s Kira’s birthday.”











Chapter 49

Shíyóu jǐngjià




AS I PUNCHED my oldest daughter’s birthdate into Wang’s tablet, my captor made his exit. Both Yī and Èr followed him out the apartment door, leaving me alone with Maylin.

I had anticipated this scenario. Predicted it. Leaving us alone was the logical next step. It was a trial and a test. To get Yao, we were going to have to venture out to places where Wang would have limited insight into my activities. Before he let me do that, he’d want to watch me in an environment where he exercised control.

I was certain that the Twin Towers hadn’t left the building. One or both would be nearby, watching and listening like security guards in a control room.

Nonetheless, the relative freedom confirmed that my situation was every bit as helpless as I’d envisioned. If I was in China, I was effectively in prison.

The tablet didn’t unlock with 082407, but the international day-month-year format worked. The act of typing 240807 reminded me that Kira’s sixteenth birthday and my absolute return-to-work deadline were now a mere seven days away.

I had wasted four precious days in a coffin, five if you counted the flight I “slept” through. On the upside—and I was all about looking for upsides these days—I would have a great answer to any number of get-to-know-you questions. What’s the craziest thing you’ve ever done? What’s the worst trip you ever took? Ever flown private?

“I’ll make a vegetable stir-fry with shrimp, if that works for you?” Maylin said, attempting to act casually.

I walked to the kitchen and sat so that my back would block the view of the place where my plate would go, assuming the kitchen camera was in the air vent. “Sounds great. Would you mind finding me a notepad first? I want to get to work right away.”

Maylin opened a kitchen drawer and pulled out a pad and pencil sporting the Hilton brand. Hardly a surprise possession for a flight attendant.

I lightly penciled, “OK 2 WRITE?” and left the pad where Maylin could see it, but the camera likely could not.

I knew for certain that Maylin would not do anything to incur the wrath of Wang. He had repeatedly demonstrated what amounted to virtual complete control over her and her parents. But at the same time, she was highly motivated to help me succeed, both to avoid angering Wang and to gain the freedom that would come with home ownership.

Maylin read the note while setting chopsticks beside me on the table. I glanced up to smile my appreciation and immediately got a dual-purpose nod. No delay. No weighing of risks or glancing around.

I wrote, “Can Wang see us?”

Maylin shrugged.

I erased see and wrote hear.

Another shrug.

“Did you lose your job?” I asked. “Did the airline fire you for what happened on our flight?”

“No.”

“But you’re not working,” I pressed.

“I took vacation when Mr. Wang asked for my help.”

“And what Mr. Wang wants, Mr. Wang gets.”

“Of course.”

Like a king of old, I thought. Given that Maylin and her parents lived in his building, I had no doubt that Wang could make their lives as miserable as the subjects of a cruel medieval king. Much better to take a few days off work and suffer a bit of humiliation than to risk Wang’s petulant wrath.

I turned my attention to the tablet while Maylin worked on our dinner. First up in the file was his bio, complete with photos. Yao Yan was a handsome thirty-four-year-old amateur bodybuilder.

Notable from his childhood was the fact that he’d grown up in Japan while his father worked at China’s embassy. Yao had learned Japanese and, at age 14, had won a regional karate tournament in Tokyo. That was a big deal as far as middle-school sports go, given the historic rivalry between China and Japan.

The highlight of Yao Yan’s college years, which he spent at Tsinghua, China’s most prestigious university, was meeting Yao Ling as a freshman. She was the daughter of rising politician Yao Tao, who was now Beijing’s powerful mayor.

The couple shared the same family name but were not related. They got engaged during their junior year and married two weeks after graduation.

So Yao Yan was the mayor’s son-in-law, not his son. That was interesting. As if Yao’s being a karate champion and accomplished bodybuilder wasn’t enough to fuel Wang’s inferiority complex, unlike Wang, Yao didn’t entirely owe his position to his birthright.

There was tons of information in the dossier, both about Yao and the economy in general. The way it was compiled made me wonder if Wang had gotten his hands on a draft of Yao’s autobiography. I skimmed it and summarized in my head.

With a prestigious engineering degree in his pocket and powerful family at his back, Yao founded Three Rivers Holdings and began building a real estate pyramid alongside Wang and dozens of other developers across China.

Back in the 2000s, the government had made it easy for Chinese citizens to get loans to prepay for apartments before they were completed. While that worked to everyone’s benefit in theory, in practice the developers took the prepayments and used that money to start new apartments rather than completing the units for which they’d been paid. This created a Ponzi scheme of sorts; one the government couldn’t fix.

With my eyes weary and my head reeling, I set down the tablet. I moved around to the other side of the table so I could watch Maylin while she cooked. “How expensive is housing in Beijing?”

She turned my way and raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows. “That’s a hot discussion topic among flight crews. Expensive is relative. I was told that in New York City apartments cost ten years of an average New Yorker’s income. In London, they say it’s 15 years of the average Londoner’s. In Beijing, it takes 50 years to pay off an apartment. That’s why so many Chinese live with their parents.”

“Fifty years? That sounds too high to be true.”

Maylin shrugged. “It’s not that the apartments here cost more, it’s that we earn less. And now, because the developers are broke and there’s no new business, tens of millions of Chinese owe banks for mortgages on apartments that may never be completed.”

“That’s terrible.”

Maylin nodded.

Now I understood why Wang could get away with acting like a slave master. “Can’t you file for bankruptcy?”

Maylin shook her head. “We don’t have that here. At least not in Tianjin and Beijing. Even death doesn’t get you out of debt. By Chinese tradition, the son is liable for the father’s debt. So’s the daughter,” she added.

“Why buy in the first place? Why not rent?”

“Home ownership was considered the best way to save. It was widely promoted and seen as a status symbol.”

That sounded familiar. “Same in America. We faced a major economic crisis for similar reasons back in 2008.”

“I know. Your mismanagement was well-publicized here.”

The conversation stalled as we edged around a sensitive subject, knowing others were likely listening. I turned my attention back to the tablet, which brimmed with all the information an assassin would need. Copious details about Yao’s routines, both business and social, along with addresses, license plates, and photographs of family, friends, employees, acquaintances, and “dates,” lots of dates. Beneath each photo was a name, an occupation if known, and a summary of the person’s relationship with Yao.

Maylin saw me studying the pictures and asked, “Does the file mention Yao’s nickname?”

“Not that I saw.”

“It’s Shíyóu jǐngjià”

“Shíyóu jǐngjià,” I repeated.

“It translates to derrick, as in oil derrick.”

“I didn’t see any reference to the petroleum business.”

Maylin shook her head as she put my plate on the table. “It’s not that. They call him Shíyóu jǐngjià because he’s always pumping.”

“Women and iron?”

Maylin nodded, then served my plate.

I’d like to say the oil derrick imagery ruined my appetite, but it did not. I was famished and in need of fuel.

I plowed through half my plate before looking up from the tablet. When I did, I discovered that Maylin was studying me. She’d barely touched her food. When I met her eye, she asked, “Any idea how you’re going to do it?”

I replied without hesitation. “Yes.”

“Really?”

I nodded.

“How long do you think it will take?”

I looked up toward the air vent I assumed contained a hidden camera. “If Wang gives me what I need tonight, I’ll get it done tomorrow.”











Chapter 50

Oblivious




WANG DIDN’T BOTHER TO PRETEND that he hadn’t been watching. He called Maylin while she was clearing the dishes. She put the phone on speaker and set it on the table.

Wang said, “I hear you work fast.”

I said, “I need to get home.”

“That’s understandable.”

“Is Yao in Beijing?”

“He is.”

“Will he be in his office tomorrow?”

“Most likely. What do you need to ensure your success?”

I’d given the list a lot of thought. “I need my own phone back plus a second local phone, a set of earbuds, a new MacBook, a portable Wi-Fi station, a juiced-up portable charger with all the standard cables, three miniature surveillance cameras, a dozen ketamine-filled syringes, and black duct tape, and I need you to text one of the pictures from the dossier to the new phone.”

“Which picture?”

“Best I show you.”

“Take a picture of it with Maylin’s phone and text it to the number I’m calling from.”

I did as Wang asked then waited for his reaction.

“Why do you want that particular picture?”

“Best if we don’t discuss details,” I replied.

“Interesting. Okay. What about a gun? You left weapons off your list.”

“I thought gun ownership was illegal in China?”

“It is. So are combat blades. Do you prefer a handgun or a long gun? Semi- or full-automatic?”

“I don’t need a weapon.”

“No weapon?”

“None.”

“You sure about that?”

“I’m sure.”

“His bodyguards have guns. He doesn’t need to worry about restrictions. It’s all in the file.”

“I know.”

“They’re big guys,” Wang continued. “Sumos. Literally. Yao spent his early years in Japan. He speaks Japanese. He thinks the sumos are prestigious and likes the fact that they don’t speak Chinese. Plus, they’re like walking walls. No one is going to push them out of the way to get to Yao, not even a guy your size.”

“I know all that. I read the report. No gun will be necessary.”

Wang sighed. “It’s your life. I can get you everything you requested except for your phone. It’s in California.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“That’s because you’re not thinking. It’s not here because we don’t want any electronic record of your being in China.”

The revelation hit me like a gut punch. Without my phone, I couldn’t contact Kira, at least not clandestinely. I hadn’t memorized her burner phone’s number. “That’s unfortunate. For the local phone, I want it set up with Russian as the operating language, but otherwise it should be pristine, except for the picture. Can you do that?”

“You’re an interesting man, Mr. Sparks.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“It’s not a problem.”

“Good. Can you get everything to me first thing in the morning?”

“You’re heading to Beijing, right?”

“Yes. On that topic we’ll need two tickets for the 6:30 a.m. bullet train to Beijing, and a large SUV with darkly tinted windows waiting when we get there.”

“Consider it done. When you arrive in Beijing, the driver will give you a bag containing everything you requested.”

 

The driver did.

His resemblance to Yī and Èr made me think Wang recruited from the Chinese Basketball Association. He appeared to be late-twenties, midway between six and seven feet tall, weight around 275 pounds. He displayed the constrained confidence of a caged gorilla. The only notable differences from Wang’s guys in Tianjin were a shaved head and tattoo ink peeking out around the cuffs and collar of his white shirt.

Maylin moved toward the rear driver’s side door, but I redirected her to the front passenger’s seat. By means of explanation, I said, “I need to spread out while I set up the equipment.”

Once I was alone in the back seat and the driver was meeting my eye in the rearview mirror, I asked, “What are your instructions?”

“I do whatever either of you ask.”

“Whatever?” I clarified.

“Whatever,” he confirmed.

“All day?” I asked.

“As long as you need.”

“What do I call you?”

He smiled and I expected him to give me the Chinese word for 3, but he said, “Driver.”

The interest in anonymity told me he was more than Wang’s Beijing chauffeur. That was good to know. I gave him the address of Yao’s office, then set about studying the contents of the bag.

The first thing I did was confirm that the camera hidden in my leather jacket was still working. While pretending to fiddle with one of the miniature surveillance cameras, I made a test recording, then worked at editing it on the new laptop. Once I had that figured out, I got my collar camera charging and went to work on the new Russian phone.

After I’d verified and prepared all my equipment, I briefed Maylin and Driver on their roles in the coming incursion. I’d already taken Maylin through everything three times on the train but knew that another couple of run-throughs might be helpful. She’d bought in, but we weren’t operating in her comfort zone.

By the time we rolled into the garage beneath Yao’s office building, I felt everyone was ready for the big event. All I had to do was time things right and get lucky. Very lucky.

Yao’s personal office occupied the entire top floor of an office building he owned. According to the dossier, he had the elevators programmed so that the only way to reach the penthouse was by entering the elevator on the lower level of the parking garage and then using the special card key held by Yao’s driver. Even Fireman’s keys didn’t work. Wang’s spies had tried.

The protocol was for Yao’s driver to park in the first of the four reserved spots closest to the elevators. That way he could use Yao’s car like a guard shack whenever the boss was in the building.

As we pulled into the garage, I said, “Park so we have line of sight on the elevator doors.”

Driver glanced in the rearview mirror. “Those spots are all reserved.”

“We’re going to be in the car. We can move if the owner shows up. Just don’t park in one of Yao’s spots.”

Driver gave me a look that said, “rude Americans,” but he did as I requested without asking me which spots were Yao’s.

The big man tended to arrive at 10:00, but I had us there by 8:00 so we’d get a good spot and my batteries would have time to charge. Since Yao wasn’t there, neither was the guard. That gave me free rein to act without raising suspicion.

I took the duct tape and miniature cameras and set about looking for places to conceal them. One went behind the glass of a fire extinguisher case inside the elevator vestibule. Another perched atop the emergency lights. The last went in the honeycomb grill of a Honda Civic parked in the perfect observation spot. I’d lose it if the owner left, but I figured it was a staff car, not an executive’s, so the owner was likely there for the entire workday.

Back in our black Mercedes GLS 450, I checked the feeds from the three cameras on my phone. Between them, I had clear views of both the elevator doors and the spot where Yao’s car would park and his guard would wait with the special keycard.

Satisfied with the setup, I had Maylin join me in the back seat. That way anyone entering the garage would only see a driver waiting in a black SUV. Nothing unusual or suspicious in that.

I settled into what I thought of as standby mode. It was a low-energy, alert-but-resting status I’d perfected during thousands of hours of cross-country and transoceanic flights. Maylin and Driver seemed similarly comfortable with waiting, which was hardly surprising given their professions.

An hour into it, Maylin put her hand on my arm and asked a question that had obviously been nagging her. “Why are you attacking Yao here, on his territory, where he’s strongest? Why not catch him on the street or in a restaurant?”

I gave her hand a squeeze. “Two reasons. First, I don’t have time to plan an outside operation. I have to get back home to my daughters. Second, outside operations have far more variables. Variables add risk. When you only have one shot, it’s better to attack a stronghold you know than a situation you don’t.”

She looked me in the eye.

I looked back.

I saw true concern there. She actually cared. The realization made me feel better about everything. Maylin and I had spoken, but we’d never shared. Not when we weren’t on stage. Not when either of us was free to be honest. I had no idea what the flight attendant from Tianjin was really like, or what was truly in her heart.

When you step up to help a stranger, you assume that person isn’t evil. And regardless, it’s the right thing to do. The decent thing. But nonetheless it was nice to confirm that on that plane Maylin hadn’t been trying to use Wang as much as he’d been trying to use her.

Yao arrived with a driver and his sumo bodyguards a few minutes before 10:00. They were driving two SUVs that were clones of our own, which they parked side-by-side in the two spots closest to the elevators.

Yao’s driver immediately exited and walked toward the nearest elevator, which was only about ten feet from his bumper. He looked solid but more dapper than intimidating. I knew from the file that his name was Chen and that he’d been a major in the MSS, China’s Ministry of State Security. He wore a dark suit and an earpiece, Secret Service style.

Chen pulled a black keycard from the left breast pocket of his suit coat and held it to the closest elevator’s call button panel. The up button began to glow blue.

The bodyguards also popped into action the instant the cars were parked in their reserved spots. They were an impressive pair. A matched set, but nothing like Wang’s. These guys probably weighed in at 400 pounds apiece.

The driver of the second SUV walked toward the door of the closest elevator, presumably to deal with anyone exiting. The sumo who’d been in the passenger seat walked around the rear of Yao’s car, scanning the garage as he went. His gaze paused on my driver but didn’t linger. He couldn’t see Maylin and me in the back seat. He gave the garage a second scan while standing with his hand on the boss’s door. He waited to open it until the elevator chimed. I couldn’t hear it, but I saw it move in the split-screen on my phone.

Yao got out wearing black boots, blue jeans, and a stretchy long sleeve T-shirt that showed off his muscles and probably cost $400. Sumos aside, he was going for the California billionaire action hero vibe, and it was working. The Beijing mayor’s son-in-law came across as a man who had it all and knew it.

The sight of his calm and confident face caused me to flash back to that terrible morning when I woke up happy in bed, unaware that the life I’d built had vanished while I slept.











Chapter 51

Things Unseen




YAO WALKED straight through the opening elevator doors and disappeared with both bulbous bodyguards. Watching them go, I was certain Yao’s party never had to share the ride.

Chen returned to his SUV but sat in the passenger seat. From there, he could watch the elevators directly, while the sideview mirror gave him line of sight on anyone approaching the elevators from behind.

That would be his office for the day. A comfortable chair in a climate-controlled room, with freedom to watch or read whenever things were quiet. Presumably he had Yao’s schedule, and therefore he knew whom to expect and when.

Judging by the way Chen put his nose in a book and kept it there, I didn’t expect to see a 10:00 appointment arrive. I figured the driver’s activities would alert me prior to Yao’s first visitor.

My guess was that as an appointment neared, Chen would assume an attentive position between the elevator and car door. It wouldn’t do to have an honored guest waking him by knocking on the glass. That would endanger his cushy job.

According to the dossier, Yao averaged six visitors per day, but the range was zero to twenty. I was hoping today would be an average day.

After fifteen minutes of doing nothing but flipping paperback pages, Yao’s driver started glancing at his side-view mirror. I turned to Maylin. “You clear about everything, or do you want me to go over it one more time.”

“I’m clear. But I thought you were just going to watch the first visitor?”

“I probably will. But if the conditions are perfect, we might move now.”

“What do perfect conditions look like?”

“I’ll know it when I see it. Are you nervous?”

“Yes.”

“Are you having second thoughts about helping?”

“I don’t have a choice.”

“You do have a choice. I won’t rat you out.”

Maylin nodded her head toward Driver.

“He won’t rat you out either, because by doing so he’d implicate himself as well. Besides, all Wang cares about is getting the job done. He doesn’t give two snorts who does it or how. He doesn’t even know what I’m planning.”

Maylin thought about that for a few heartbeats. “Your odds of success go up with my help, right?”

“I can get it done without you.”

“Probably,” Maylin qualified. “You can probably get it done without me.”

“Nothing in life is guaranteed.”

“I’m going to help. I need this to succeed as much as you do.”

Either Maylin didn’t know the depth of the muck I was in, or her own pool was even deeper than I knew. Regardless, for my daughters’ sake, I was grateful for her help. “Good.”

Chen got out of the SUV at 10:20 and stood beside the door, facing the parking lot. We began scanning the garage for activity, although Driver kept his head still and his paperback in place so as not to catch Chen’s eye.

As the clock neared 10:30, two cars came into the garage at the same time. One parked in the closest regular spot, which was a good distance from the elevator. The other, an electric vehicle of a make I didn’t recognize, pulled into one of Yao’s spots.

Chen moved to a spot halfway between the EV and the elevator, where he assumed a watchful but welcoming stance. I hadn’t detected a weapon on him yet but kept scanning for telltale bulges. He would certainly have something somewhere within easy reach. He did key his earpiece and say something, presumably announcing the arrival to the bodyguards upstairs.

The couple didn’t immediately leave their EV. The woman in the passenger seat was on her phone. Meanwhile, the guy who’d parked the other car was now on his way to the elevator. He looked like your average businessman in a gray suit and blue tie.

I watched Chen watch everyone. He adjusted the angle of his body so the stranger wouldn’t flank him, but he said nothing.

As the man walked past, the couple exited their car. At that point, Chen turned fully back in their direction and engaged with a welcome. While that was good for customer relations, it was bad for security. The first guy could have gotten a jump on him at that point. This told me Chen wasn’t on high alert. He was cautious, but not particularly concerned.

Again, Chen used the black keycard to summon the first elevator. He held the door for the couple but didn’t accompany them aboard. Once the elevator closed, he returned to his car without a second verbal alert. Presumably, the guards upstairs saw their button begin glowing blue.

“What did you think?” Maylin asked.

“Yao’s got good people and solid procedures for someone who needs protection from amateur assailants. Those guys will keep stalkers, kidnappers, thieves, and disgruntled customers away.”

“But not you?”

“They’re not expecting anything violent or sophisticated.”

“They’re not? That guy looks serious to me.”

“He’s not.”

“How do you know?” Driver asked, turning in his seat and breaking the chauffeur wall of silence.

“No body armor. No ID checks. No metal detectors. No pat-downs. No weapons on display.”

Driver nodded to himself, then asked, “What’s next?”

“We wait for a gap between guests, then we go.”











Chapter 52

The Switch




THE GAP IN YAO’S VISITOR SCHEDULE came just half an hour later. Judging by the expressions on the departing couple’s faces, their meeting had been a success.

As they sped off, Driver turned to me. “You’ve got your window.”

“Yes, I do. We go as soon as Chen exits his car.”

On the outside, I was all calm and confident. On the inside, I felt the strains one would expect when walking into the riskiest, most consequential confrontation of their life. Thirty minutes from now, I could be dead, on my way to a Chinese prison, or running for my life in a country where I’d be helpless as a beached whale and just about as visible.

I was taking this radical action because the alternatives were no more appealing and even less certain to succeed. Victory would depend on my ability to keep my wits about me and adapt to changing circumstances, trust my instincts, and act without hesitation. Fortunately, I was trained for extreme situations like these. Well trained. And fortune favors the bold, as my special forces friends like to say.

Sitting there waiting for the virtual starting gun to sound, the act that might well forever split my life into “before” and “after” references, I couldn’t help but think about my girls. It had been a week since I’d spoken to Kira. By not calling back, I’d already let her down.

Did she know her mother was dead? How was Eva holding up? Was Vera coping? Had Kent handled the custody issue? So many questions. And the worst thing—well, second worst—was that if things went sideways, my kids might never know what happened to me. I was certain that the CCP, if not Yao and/or Wang, would work to make it appear that I’d never come to China.

As I pondered the very real possibility of my story ending in an unmarked Chinese grave, Chen got out of his car and assumed his welcoming stance. With that cue, Maylin and I also exited our SUV, both from the passenger side.

She took my right hand in her left and we walked casually toward Chen. I met his eye and smiled. As the gap narrowed to a few paces, Maylin said, “You must be Chen.” At least, that’s what she was supposed to say. I thought I caught Chen at the end of her Chinese sentence but couldn’t swear to it.

The guard replied with something that might have been a question.

She said something else and gave a courteous bow.

Chen bowed back and turned to me. I released Maylin’s hand and bowed down, but on the way up I punched him in the solar plexus with a hard right jab and then a harder left. As he bent over, I pinned his arms against his body in a bear hug and squeezed him like a hungry python.

Before Chen caught his breath, Maylin slid a needle into his shoulder and slowly filled him full of ketamine. The reaction was fast and profound. Over the next thirty seconds or so, I felt the tension drain from his body like Chen had popped a cork. It was a heavy dose, so he’d be under for at least fifteen minutes.

By the time I’d dragged him to the passenger door of his car, Driver had it open and the seat reclined. We got Chen onto it and went to work transferring his radio, phone, car key, and keycard to Driver, and everything else to Maylin.

Chen was carrying two subcompact Rugers, but I hadn’t detected them because he had custom holster pockets sewn into his jacket, which left it balanced and padded against detection. I tossed them into the trunk along with Chen’s shoes before duct taping his ankles.

While Driver closed the door and moved to Chen’s post, I relocated to the back seat where I set about duct taping Chen’s arms and torso to the reclined seat. Before I added the finishing touch, duct tape across his mouth and around the headrest, Maylin used Chen’s face to unlock his phone.

She swiped and stabbed at it for a few seconds before announcing, “Wang’s 11:30 appointment is with Tang Hamburg.”

“What! He’s going to lunch?”

“No. No,” Maylin corrected. “That’s a name.”

“Tang Hamburg?”

“Tang is a common last name. Hamburg is uncommon. It indicates his parents are westernized.”

“Okay. Good. That might help. When’s his next appointment after that?”

“1:00.”

“Excellent. I’ll move the car. You two stay in position.”

I parked Chen’s car in a corner of the garage with his door up against a wall. Given the tinted windows, it was very unlikely that he’d be noticed.

As I walked back toward the elevators, a car passed me and drove toward the spot the EV had occupied twenty minutes earlier. I hung back and watched as Maylin and Driver intercepted Tang Hamburg and informed him that Mr. Yao had been called away and had to reschedule. Yao apologized for the inconvenience and promised to meet at the same time the following morning.

I couldn’t hear the conversation, and wouldn’t have understood it if I had, but Tang was back in his car by the time I reached the elevators. He was backing out by the time the special black keycard turned the call button blue.

For me, it was showtime.

I checked that my equipment was all properly prepared, took a deep breath, and stepped into the elevator.











Chapter 53

The Demand




THEY SAY your life flashes before your eyes as you’re dying. Some specialists attribute this neural activity to the brain sending its last electrical impulses down the most popular pathways, those with the thickest networks and least resistance. I was going up an elevator rather than down a tunnel toward a light, and my brain was revving up rather than shutting down, but a few frames from my life highlights reel flashed nonetheless. The first time I made love to my wife. Our wedding. Kira’s birth. I supposed it was happening for the same reason it did while dying: to provide comfort in a moment of extreme anxiety.

Chen had not phoned upstairs to confirm Tang Hamburg’s arrival, as per protocol. But I had no doubt that the guards knew the elevator was ascending. Would they brush it off as an inconsequential lapse? Would they call down to confirm, and if they did would Driver successfully impersonate their fallen colleague? Or would I be looking down the barrels of two guns when the doors opened? I had no way of knowing. I had to play the cards as they were dealt and hope that my bluffs were up to snuff.

The elevator reached the penthouse.

The doors opened.

No guns greeted me. Instead, I was met by the warm smile of a stunning receptionist. Apparently, they weren’t living on pins and needles there at Three Rivers Holdings. Yao had precautions in place, but the soft life had made him and his team complacent.

I glanced about. Neither sumo was anywhere to be seen.

The lobby was large, luxurious, and designed to both intrigue and impress. In the center, a stunning receptionist smiled from behind a red granite counter. Around the edges, Architectural models and inventive pictures of Three Rivers Holdings’ projects sat on golden stands before giant screens running promotional videos. In each corner, plush custom furnishings tempted visitors to sit and listen to whatever the executives wanted to say.

The setup worked, even on me. I felt like I was about to meet a true captain of industry, rather than the spoiled son-in-law of one of China’s most powerful politicians.

The receptionist spoke.

I looked down at the screen of my phone, which was set to translate Mandarin into English. She’d asked, “Mr. Tang?”

I smiled and nodded.

She gestured to her right and spoke words that translated to, “Right this way please. Mr. Yao is expecting you.”

I said, “Tài gǎnxièle,” as Maylin had coached me, meaning, “Thank you so much.” Then the receptionist led me toward a set of oversize double doors. So far, so good. 

Yao’s office was also huge, about four times the size of a typical corner suite. It was set up to present “the man,” and to his credit, Yao Yan was quite the man to present. Handsome face, bright eyes, and one of those wide, muscled necks that would have left you certain he was ripped all the way to his calves even if you couldn’t see his cantaloupe shoulders or baseball biceps.

Studying him live, I was struck by the certainty that rich guys with builds like that could get all the women they wanted. No problem there. If he were a ride at Disneyland, the line would stretch for miles. Yao’s sexual conquests were hindered only by the ring on his finger.

Since his father-in-law wielded the law in a country where capital punishment was common, Yao’s ability to prowl was severely curtailed. He was a steroid-amped tiger locked in a marital cage. Meanwhile, given the level of testosterone that was clearly coursing through his veins, the urge to prowl would have him clawing the walls.

The big man was seated behind an enormous, intricately carved rosewood desk that would look like it had been sacked from a French castle were it not for the dragon motif. The antique supported a laptop computer and the remains of a large green protein shake.

To the right of his desk, Yao had a long credenza covered with trophies and backed by a wall displaying dozens of pictures showing him beside people who were undoubtedly powerful and/or famous in China, but whom I didn’t recognize. As for the trophies, most were clearly bodybuilding related, as they showed muscular men in various poses, but the middle space was occupied by the middle-school karate trophy. I tucked that intel nugget away for future reference, not that I expected much of a future with this guy.

Behind the desk was a floor-to-ceiling wall of windows looking out over Beijing’s business district, with views of both the new, iconic Citic Tower, and the skyline favorite known colloquially as “Big Pants” for its architectural design.

My eyes didn’t linger on the scenery. They continued quickly cataloging an inventory of the room’s tactical considerations, the highlights of which were a door on the left, presumably to a private bathroom, and two sumos behind me on either side, sitting silent as bookends.

Yao said something that I ignored. In my mind, I’d already abandoned the Tang Hamburg ruse. From that second forward, I’d be playing someone else entirely.

I approached the desk and spoke using my best Russian-accented English. “Mr. Yao, you raped my sister.”

The developer took a second to process the transformation of an obsequious businessman to an irate brother, but his bodyguards didn’t. The sumos leapt to attention like dogs who’d smelled cat.

“She’s only thirteen years old. Thirteen, Yao. You’re a pedophile and a rapist.”

The bodyguards moved in fast, but Yao raised a finger, stopping them inches from my shoulders. My arms were down, my hands were empty but for my phone, and I was the oldest guy in the room by a good ten years. He wasn’t worried.

“Who is your sister?” Yao asked, his expression amused. His English excellent.

“Natasha Stepanova,” I said through gritted teeth.

“That name means nothing to me,” he said, the double meaning clear.

I slowly raised my phone and pulled up the picture I’d requested from Wang. “This jog your memory?”

“Oh, her. Yes, I remember. I don’t think I ever got her name. But you’re right, I did get everything else. Everything else. She was quite satisfactory as I recall. Very good with her mouth and a real moaner. However, I paid for the pleasure.”

“She’s thirteen.”

“So you say. She never told me her age.”

“And you never asked?”

Yao shrugged. “I didn’t want to be rude.”

“You didn’t pay enough. Not for what you took.”

Yao rose behind his desk, rolling his mighty shoulders like a fighter as he squared off at full height. “Didn’t pay enough? Are you trying to shake me down? Is that what you’re here for? You think you can extort money from me? Here, in my office? You?”

“I think you’ll regret it if you don’t do the right thing.”

“Now you’re threatening me?” Yao said, nodding at his men. “You think you’re a tough guy, a big Russian in a leather jacket and workman’s boots?”

His guys grabbed my wrists and held them out like I was on a cross. They patted me down, arms, legs, torso. They found nothing but the phone and my portable Wi-Fi hotspot. The process, however, gave me a glimpse of the Glock 45s they were packing.

After some back and forth with Yao in Japanese, the sumos released my arms and returned to standing ready.

Yao glared at me, at once angry and amused. No doubt deciding how best to toy with me.

I didn’t wait to find out. I said, “Ten thousand yuan,” demanding the equivalent of about $1,400 and diverting their attention back to business. “As payment for what you did to my thirteen-year-old-sister.”











Chapter 54

One Question




YAO DIDN’T RESPOND to my demand for money. Not to me. Instead, he asked one of his men a question.

The man consulted his phone for a minute, then responded.

Yao said, “Your sister was already paid a thousand yuan for her services, so my account with her is settled. However, it seems to me that there is a lesson to be had, so here’s my counteroffer. I’m going to summon your sister back and give her another thousand yuan. Then I’m going to fuck her six ways from Sunday while you watch. Then,” Yao held up a finger, “then, I’m going to have Hiro and Haru take a turn—for your sake. I want you to see how much she enjoys her job. If I recall correctly, there was nothing your Natasha wouldn’t do. She was practically insatiable.”

Yao motioned toward the door of his private bathroom.

Hiro and Haru grabbed my arms and marched me into an impressive space replete with white marble, gold fixtures, and lots of mirrors. Those bodybuilders loved their mirrors.

I expected them to march me into the large double-headed shower where they could rough me up without making a mess, or maybe lock me in the sauna to sweat me, but they pressed me face first up against one of the mirrored wall panels instead.

In the reflection, I saw Yao twist an ornate golden wall light as if it were a doorknob. This released the mirror I was pressed against, and I stumbled into a hidden room.

Hiro and Haru followed me into a private gym. It was a long room the same width as the bathroom but twice as deep, roughly twenty feet by forty. It had floor-to-ceiling windows running the length of one wall and mirrors covering the other three except for the corner behind the door, which housed four tall wooden lockers and a water cooler.

At the center of the rectangular floor, a ring that looked to be about fifteen feet in diameter was painted on the rubberized floor. A sumo ring, I assumed. The rest of the space was crammed full of free weights, barbells, dumbbells, and assorted apparatuses used to target specific muscle groups.

This time I figured they were going to strap me to the squat rack, perhaps splay me out like a vertical X while they did whatever sick things entered Yao’s mind. But again, I was wrong. Again, they guided me toward a mirrored wall panel.

This time the hidden door swung outward as we approached in response to Yao twisting a light fixture. This time, Hiro and Haru pushed me into a concealed bedroom. It was styled like Yao’s office, with wood paneling and white carpet, but like the bathroom it had no windows. It was a very private, very posh pied-à-terre. Yao’s love shack.

The sumos marched me across the thick carpet toward a triple-wide rosewood armoire. It had dragons carved all along the edges like they were protecting a nest, and a large oval mirror on its center section. The antique wardrobe appeared to have come from the same furniture maker as both Yao’s desk and the four-poster king sized bed that served as the room’s centerpiece.

I heard the bedroom door swing shut behind us but didn’t see if it had been activated or was automatic, only that it disappeared, blending into the matching hardwood paneling.

Yao used a large, ornate brass key to open the wardrobe, revealing nothing but a bench cushioned with red velvet. It looked long enough for a child to sleep on, or for three adults to sit side-by-side. The sight reminded me that people in Louis XIV’s era had been shorter. The great man himself had only been 5′4″. Perhaps the Chinese equivalents were even shorter than that. I wasn’t well versed in Chinese history.

“Get in,” Yao said.

I did. The space felt like a church confessional, albeit with a two-way mirror in front of the bench rather than a latticework partition to its side and a serious lock.

“You’re going to sit here and you’re going to watch everything that happens in this room until you’re dismissed,” Yao continued. “If you make a sound, or you make your presence known in any other way, it’s going to be harder on Natasha. No pun intended,” he added with a grin.

Yao started to move on, but stopped himself, choosing to clarify instead. “If you cause me the slightest problem, I’ll invite my entire sales organization over for a party. I’ve done it before. But let’s not go there. Try to think of this as a gift. I’m giving you the opportunity to see what your sister’s really like. Are we clear?”

“You’re really going to do what you said? You and your two bodyguards? Even now that you know she’s only thirteen?”

Yao’s look was priceless, as were his words. “Thirteen is just a number. She’s got the parts, she’s got the experience, and for a thousand yuan she’s oh so willing. That’s all that really matters.”

Yao checked his watch. “Now get comfortable. I have a long day of work ahead before Natasha and I get to play. You can spend the time contemplating your place in Chinese society.”

I nodded, as if resigned to my failure and the fact that I’d have to watch my sister defiled. Then I dispelled that illusion. “I need to ask one question before you leave me.”

“What’s that?” Yao asked.

“Do I piss in your closet or your toilet?”











Chapter 55

In the Closet




THE ART OF WAR boils down to deception. Deception amounts to manipulating your opponent into embracing false beliefs, adopting a vulnerable posture, or pursuing faulty tactics. The easiest way to make those happen is to reinforce a bad assumption they want to believe.

Privileged scions of Yao’s sort want to believe that everyone respects them, fears them, envies them, and will submit to them. Although they have a lifetime of experience proving that to be the case, they are nonetheless anxious for constant reaffirmation because deep down inside they know that none of it is real. Therefore, egomaniacs like Yao need a steady stream of pseudo-affirmation to keep the illusion alive.

Bodyguards have a similar but different set of needs. They want to believe that they’re alpha males. Kings of the concrete jungle. They’ve got the look and they’ve got the beef and they’ve acquired a lifetime of evidence showing that nobody wants to mess with them. And nobody ever does. Because really, why would anyone? If you need to take down a Hiro or a Haru you do it with a bullet, not your fists. As a result, showpiece guys like them are big on ego, and specialty experience like marksmanship, karate, or sumo wrestling, but few are solid street fighters.

I’d spent the last twenty minutes proving these three guys right. I was a big Russian foolish enough to show up at Yao’s office unarmed, naive enough to think I could scare him into a payout, and stupid enough to only ask for $1,400. Clearly, they were vastly superior to me in every relevant way. They were smarter, they were stronger, and they were infinitely more connected.

But in truth, they weren’t very smart, or they’d have asked about Chen. And their strength advantage wouldn’t be nearly as important as my skill advantage given the speed of serious killer combat. And their connections would get them nowhere without my name or nationality.

In response to my insolent question, Yao tried to fry me with his eyes, but he had nothing on Hernandez, so I’d survived worse. When I didn’t react, he said, “What did you say?”

I repeated my question. “Do I piss in your closet or your toilet?”

Yao whipped a switchblade from his pocket and flipped it open with a clean metallic click. Eyeing my crotch, he said, “Let’s get one thing straight, right here, right now. Soiling my furniture would likely lead to your bleeding to death. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir,” I said, properly chastened and visibly deflated.

Yao barked something at the sumos as he pocketed his knife, then turned without another word and headed toward the gym.

Haru held the armoire door open for me.

I didn’t move.

Haru gestured for me to exit.

I asked, “Okay?”

Haru said, “Okay” and waved his huge fat arm to emphasize the point.

I stepped out of the armoire, hands raised in surrender, head bowed in submission. “Just making sure.”

Haru grunted.

Hiro turned toward the door, ready to lead me back to the bathroom.

In hijack situations, at least the ones Federal Air Marshals train for, there are always multiple hijackers. Big commercial planes are simply too large to be controlled by a single guy. Therefore, we train for close-quarters combat with guys before and behind us in the aisle, a lineup very much like the one they’d formed to take me to pee, albeit with guys of a more average size.

One key to turning captors into captives in these situations is to study the opposition until you know the locations of their weapons. Another key is mentally choreographing the dance that begins with stillness and ends with stillness and employs an optimal sequence of precision moves in-between.

The moves that FAMs learn are based on anatomical strengths and weaknesses. Generally, they deploy large muscles and hard surfaces against weak spots and nerve centers. Those calculations were compiled and conveyed with the bell curve of human body types in mind. FAMs know which work better against wiry women and which against muscled men, and we learn to choreograph our attacks accordingly.

The problem I now faced was that Hiro and Haru were at the extreme upper edge of the bell curve. I had little confidence in my ability to find their pressure points or to put them in joint locks. In attacking them, I would be risking my life by leaping into the void.

As I studied the sumos, the only thing abundantly clear was that if one of them got a solid grip on any part of me, it would all be over. I’d be on my back beneath a ton of blubber in no time. Once I started, I absolutely, positively, could not get cornered.

Stepping out of the antique voyeur’s box, I decided to go old school. The instant Hiro turned his back, I popped Haru in the back of his brain. Actually, it was his nose that I hit. The back of his brain was simply where I was aiming. And to be precise, popped is more descriptive of the speed than the force or the result. Splintered or shattered would be better descriptors of those outcomes, because the crunch was as clear and satisfying as hitting the sweet spot with a golf swing. And like a good drive, my ears detected perfection faster than my eyes might have, which was helpful, because my eyes hadn’t lingered.

By the time my shoulders were rotating my left fist away from Haru’s wounded face, my right hand was slipping beneath his tent-sized suit coat and my fingers were feeling for the Glock I’d spotted. By the time Haru’s hands had reached his face, I was backing away with his Glock in my hand. And by the time Hiro had spun about to investigate the noise, I had the gun pointed at his face and was busy backing away from Haru, who slumped to his haunches in a delayed reaction.

I continued moving to maximize the distance between me and them and to minimize the angle my weapon would have to traverse when panning from one sumo to the other. So far, so good, but I wasn’t out of the woods yet. Not by a long shot.

Hiro’s gaze shifted from the gun’s barrel to my eyes. The fact that he didn’t charge answered the question that had me most concerned before beginning my assault. It confirmed what the Glock’s weight had virtually assured. The gun was loaded.

I gave the barrel two upward tweaks, the universal sign for “raise your arms.”

Hiro did not immediately comply. His hand had been moving toward his Glock when his gaze met the barrel, and he froze. Now his hand was hovering over his heart while he considered his next move.

While mentally rehearsing the attack, I’d known that securing the second gun was going to be the highest hurdle. I’d half expected the sumos to charge like twin bulls, in which case I’d have had little choice but to put bullets through their skulls.

I would fire if I had to. I would kill if I had to. But I hoped to avoid both; the former because the noise would force a risky dash for the door, the latter because I wasn’t a killer.

I was there pretending to be the outraged brother of a young Russian prostitute because I did not want to kill anybody. Not even a pedophile like Yao.

When neither Haru nor Hiro charged, I was left with options that required less risk and moral turpitude but more finesse. Like any good FAM, I had that scenario planned.

I gave a quick sideways glance toward Haru. He remained dazed, a condition which might last for days, this not being the movies.

Sumos are not boxers. It was entirely possible that Haru had never been properly punched in the face. Let me tell you, the reason they say everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face is because a blow to the head will scramble your thinking. Getting your nose pulverized by a fast-moving fist on a punch-through mission is a big deal, especially when it’s delivered by a 220-pound professional who’s swinging for his life.

As for my plan, I executed it. I did the one thing I would have steadfastly avoided if I were unarmed. I moved closer to the standing sumo. I did it in two stages. First, I circled so that Hiro was between me and Haru. Then, I switched the Glock to my left hand, dropped my aim from Hiro’s face to his heart, extended my arm all the way out, and moved closer.

Hiro didn’t move his hands or his feet, but he swiveled his head and kept his eyes locked on mine. He didn’t want to give up ground by lowering his hand, but he didn’t dare go for his gun either. Not until I slipped, or something changed, like Yao returning.

Would Yao come back to see what was keeping his guys? Not for another few minutes, I figured. Maybe not for a long time. My guess was that the sumos hung out in the weight room when the boss didn’t need them to supervise meetings with strangers.

I kept moving closer toward my target until the muzzle of the Glock was up against Hiro’s heart, then I moved further still. I buried it into his fat flesh until it would go no further.

Hiro still didn’t lower his hand, but there was nothing he could do. The Glock didn’t have a safety switch he could try to flip, and any attempt to whack away my arm would surely lead to heartbreak, as would anything startling. He had no choice but to stand there and take it.

After I was certain that Hiro fully understood his predicament, I went for his gun. I took it slow, feeling with my fingers rather than searching with my eyes. Those stayed on his. My fingers had just found it when I heard movement behind me. Fear shot across Hiro’s face. He quickly said, “Dor. Dor.”

I understood, despite the poor pronunciation. The door had swung closed. Probably automatically. Hopefully not in response to Yao’s push. Hopefully, I could get out. That would become clear soon enough.

I pressed on. Once I had Hiro’s Glock in my grasp, I moved it into a similar firing position. Now any startling move would put two 9mm parabellums through his chest cavity. Well, maybe not through. Bullets leave a Glock at over 1100 feet per second, but there was a whole lot of muscle and lard between the muzzle and fresh air. Better for all concerned if we didn’t find out.

Haru was still acting dazed as I began to slowly back away from Hiro. Once I was well out of the strike zone, I gestured Hiro toward his partner with the tip of my left Glock.

Hiro hesitated, but ultimately complied. He was still coming to grips with the fact that he and Haru had both been beaten by an unarmed man of half their weight.

Once they were side-by-side before the armoire, I mimicked taking off my coat. He got the picture. He understood why. I needed their phones before locking them up.

I could see Hiro calculating a rush for glory, so I intervened. Keeping a Glock aimed at each of them, I walked to the bed. I pocketed the left pistol and used that free hand to grab a pillow and hold it wrapped around the remaining Glock like a silencer.

Hiro got the picture. He removed his jacket and helped Haru do the same.

I gestured them into the armoire and to my great relief, both sumos managed to squeeze inside. Twisting its key and hearing the big brass bolt slide home was one of the most satisfying acts of my life.

The key was heavy, the lock was solid, and the ancient hardwood was tough as iron, but I had little doubt the sumos could bust out if they tried. In fact, I worried that it would explode if the pair simultaneously sneezed. My hope was that Yao’s expressed love for the irreplaceable piece would keep them calm. The antique was undoubtedly worth more to their employer than two disgraced sumos, and they knew it.

I would have a hard time accepting that I mattered less to my employer than a piece of his furniture, but that wasn’t my problem. My problem was that I had to get past Yao without committing murder.











Chapter 56

Overload




I PUT THE BIG BRASS KEY under the pillow as if it were a mint for Yao to find. To relieve a bit of tension, I pictured him discovering the key only after he’d paid to have the antique armoire opened by a locksmith. I also pictured the locksmith’s face, first as he watched the two imprisoned sumos emerge, then as Yao warned him of what would happen if he ever spoke of what he’d seen in the secret bedroom.

The sumos’ tent-sized suit coats contained phones and wallets. I put the phones on mute and pocketed them along with the cash. Then I moved toward the door and the next moment of truth.

Much to my relief, the concealed door opened under pressure. I held Glocks in both hands as I passed through low and fast, but the gym was quiet and empty.

Planning ahead, I relocated one of the weight benches and adjusted its incline. Once satisfied with the setup, I moved on to the bathroom.

It too was empty.

I looked at my watch. The time was 11:55. I’d only been in Yao’s office for twenty-five minutes. It felt like an entire day, perhaps because my mind had been racing at full speed, and my senses had all been on high alert for each of those 1,500 seconds.

I knew Yao didn’t have an appointment until 1:00. Add that to his physique, his office gym, and the breakfast shake that was only partially consumed at 11:30, and I concluded the big man would likely spend his lunch hour working out.

The sumos would make great spotters for his free weight work. I guessed that whenever Yao didn’t need them in the room, they were either eating out of lunchboxes the size of beach coolers or working out in the gym. I hoped that Yao would assume the two were now pumping iron.

I ducked back into the gym and positioned myself in front of the lockers behind the door. While waiting, I looked inside and found nothing more interesting than sumo loincloths. I was certain the garments had a name, and that name wasn’t thong or diaper, but I couldn’t recall what it was.

Yao entered without warning at 12:02. I’d expected to hear him making use of the bathroom facilities prior to entering the gym, but either he didn’t, or the soundproofing was excellent. He immediately turned toward his locker and found himself facing two Glocks.

“Back away,” I said.

When a big man in a black leather jacket holding two semi-automatics says “move,” most people move without thinking. Yao did. He was startled. But Yao only took a few paces before he stopped. “What did you do with Hiro and Haru?”

That was when I made the morning’s first big mistake. I answered him honestly. “I locked them up.”

“You didn’t shoot them?”

“They’re in the armoire trying hard not to piss their pants.”

Yao smiled, but not for the reason I’d have guessed.

“Why are you here?”

I replied with a question. “How many women have you slept with?”

“You have more than one sister?”

“Answer the question.”

“I don’t know,” he said, exasperated.

I nodded. Most guys didn’t keep a lifelong count. “Just this year. How many women have you slept with this year?”

“I don’t know.”

“Take a guess. The year’s only half over. Call it two hundred days and do the math.”

“A hundred and fifty.”

I nodded, satisfied. “And of those hundred and fifty, how many were girls? How many were thirteen-year-old girls like Natasha?”

“I don’t know.”

“Best guess, Yao. And don’t insult my intelligence.”

He shrugged. “Twenty.”

“Twenty young girls this year?”

Yao shrugged again.

“Say it!”

“Yes, about twenty young girls this year. Look, I’m sorry I didn’t remember your sister. I’ll give you the ten thousand yuan you wanted. And since you didn’t shoot Hiro or Haru, that will be it. All will be forgotten.”

“With your apology?”

I watched Yao struggle hard against the surging testosterone before winning the inner battle. “Yes. With my apology.”

“Good. Now back up.”

“No.”

“No?”

“I won’t back up. We’re done here. We have a deal. You have my apology, and you’ll get your money, but nothing more.” Yao punctuated his words by taking a step forward.

I didn’t move. Not my feet. Not my Glocks. “Back up or I’ll shoot.”

Yao studied me. I saw the wheels turning behind his dark eyes. I watched them reach a conclusion. “No, you won’t. If you were a killer, you’d have killed the sumos. Stop pretending that you’re going to shoot me.”

I said nothing.

“You want to put me in my place? Is that it? Is that what you want? Then try it! Put the Glocks in your pockets, take off your jacket, and meet me in the ring.” He gestured with his head.

I said nothing.

“You obviously consider yourself a tough guy,” Yao taunted. “Prove it. Put the guns in your pockets, put your jacket on the floor, and meet me on the mat. Win or lose, I’ll still honor our agreement. You’ll get your money.”

I said nothing.

Yao took another step forward. “I insist.”

There were now just five feet between my Glocks and his chest. He was almost within striking range. I’d overplayed my hand. I’d driven him beyond the wall of reason into the land of pride. Now I was the one backed into a corner. I was the one with the tough choice.

Sure, I could shoot the son-in-law of Beijing’s mayor in cold blood. Maybe Wang would even help me flee the country as promised. But then I would actually be a killer. A murderer. An assassin. I desperately wanted my girls to grow up with a father, but not that kind of father.

Yao was staring back at me. This time, he saw the struggle on my face.

I turned my inner focus back to the moment at hand. Yao was still wearing jeans and the $400 long sleeve T-shirt. He had black boots on his feet. More the casual kind than the workman kind, but still tough enough to make kicking an option. Karate guys liked kicking. They got points for it. Kicking points were probably how competitions were won, otherwise they’d be called boxing matches, not karate matches.

I pictured what that would look like. How he might win. How I might win. I saw him executing some fantastic multi-strike combination, one of a hundred he’d rehearsed ten thousand times.

If he got me on the mat. The mat was his aircraft aisle.

I drew back the guns. I lowered my upper arms to my sides but kept my forearms perpendicular to the floor and the Glocks locked on his center mass. Then I stepped forward. I moved until the barrels were pressed against his ribcage and we could feel each other’s breath.

I met his eyes.

He met my eyes.

Then I nodded. Just a slight up and down. One big dog accepting the challenge of another.

I backed the left Glock away from his ribs, slowly. I moved it toward my jacket pocket.

I looked down.

He looked down.

I fumbled to find the pocket slit with the muzzle.

He watched me fumble.

As it found the sweet spot, I did two things at once, and I did them very quickly. Federal-Air-Marshal-disabling-a-terrorist quickly. My moves were eye blink fast, if not karate champion fast. But then, Yao wasn’t fully focused on fighting. Not at that millisecond. He was focused on the prize. He wanted to see guns going into pockets.

First, I did to Yao what I’d done to Haru. I smashed his nose, but I did it very differently. I used the FAM favorite my-hands-are-tied move. The one that makes use of the hardest surface on the human body, the strongest construction in engineering, and the same mechanical advantage that allowed David to beat Goliath. I used the muscles of my back and neck to slingshot my forehead down on his nose like a boot on a beetle. It gave me the same satisfying crunch.

Yao saw it coming. He had the fast reflexes of a fighter. But he didn’t have time. Not to block. Not to move. Because he hadn’t seen it soon enough. He’d been too focused on the prize.

That reaction took all his attention. It put his hands and head into play in a desperate yet ultimately unsuccessful attempt to block and duck. It was more of a reflexive cringe than a calculated countermove because head butting was not legal in karate. Despite all his training, he had no muscle memory preprogrammed at the limbic level. Not for that attack, nor for the move that followed, because it too was not part of the karate playbook.

The crack of Yao’s nose was followed without any perceptible interval by the primordial agonized oof of a man being kneed in the nuts.

I stepped back as Yao dropped to the floor. Then I did pocket the left Glock. I proceeded to drag the big guy by his left ankle toward the weight bench I had prepared and waiting.

Once we were beside it, I bunched the entire back of his fancy T-shirt in my hand and I half hoisted, half dragged him up onto the weight bench where I then stretched the shirt so that it went over and around the back of the bench.

At that point, with my opponent still writhing, one hand cradling his sack, the other his nose, I pocketed the second Glock and then immediately lowered the bar onto the bench’s crash bars. Normally, those were high enough to keep the bar far enough above the bench that you could get your head out. But I’d adjusted the bench up and slid it back so that the bar was now pressing against Yao’s Adam’s apple.

The 45-pound bar had a 45-pound plate on each side for a total of 135 pounds. It was warmup weight for a guy like Yao. If he could balance it, he could probably press it twenty times one handed. So, I began adding plates. First one more on each side, taking it to 225. Then two additional plates on each side, taking it to 405. Then four more on each side, taking it to 765 pounds. And finally, another double dose for a total of 945 pounds. By that point the bar was bowing, giving him a bit of extra breathing room.

Yao was a powerful guy. And he was an angry guy whose bloodstream probably had enough adrenaline and testosterone coursing through it at that moment to power a SWAT team. But no one in their right mind would risk lifting 945 pounds with their neck literally on the line. He wasn’t going anywhere, which was more than I could say for his phone.

I plucked Yao’s iPhone from his back pocket and held it up with my left hand so he could see it. Then I pulled a Glock from my right pocket and held it up so he could see it. Then I pushed the muzzle down until his private parts were pressed into the bench.

I watched his eyes widen. “Think about your sister! You do that, and she’ll never be safe.”

I smiled and dropped the Russian accent. “I don’t have a sister.”

Yao’s eyes widened even more. “No! No! I have more money. Lots more.”

I waggled the phone, drawing his attention. “What’s the passcode?”

“You promise you won’t shoot?”

“I promise.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Left or right?” I asked, waggling the gun.

Yao said, “268455”

I tried the code. It worked. I left the Beijing princeling on the bench with everything intact. Well, everything except his pride.











Chapter 57

Fair Exchange




I RETURNED TO YAO’S GARAGE a mere forty minutes after leaving, but it felt like a lifetime later. The battles had gone well, but the war was not yet won. I still had to negotiate a détente with Wang, under terms he was not expecting.

I retrieved the surveillance cameras before heading for the Mercedes. It was no longer in one of Yao’s reserved spots, but I spied it a dozen spaces down. Driver started the engine as soon as I exited the elevator.

My coconspirators studied me from the front seat as I approached. Both appeared surprised to see me.

“Head straight for Wang’s office,” I said by way of greeting. “Not the train station.”

Driver nodded and hit the gas.

Maylin turned her head and looked back at me. “Success?”

By way of answer, I handed her three phones. “These belong to Yao and his sumos. I thought Wang might want them, but you should power them off for now. Also, please phone Wang and ask him to have his lawyer and a notary public waiting when we get there. We’ll need them for the apartment transfer.”

Maylin nodded. Clearly pleased and impressed. Driver met my eye in the rearview mirror and gave me a nod of respect.

I nodded back, opened the laptop, put in my earbuds, and went to work. I had a lot to get done during the three-hour drive, both physically and mentally.

You can plot a course to the top of a mountain, but you still have to hike it one step at a time. I spent the whole drive climbing, and I felt the air thinning as we approached the summit.

As I worked, part of me worried that I’d already used up my allotment of luck for the day. Another part, the dominant part, forced me to focus on the trail ahead and hope for the best.

I got it done, the electronic work and the mental work. By the time we arrived, I felt prepared for the final showdown.

It turned out that Wang operated in a setup similar to Yao’s. He occupied the top floor in an office building he’d constructed. He also used a similar security setup in the garage below. 

Yī and Èr were waiting by the elevator when Driver pulled into our reserved spot. They said nothing. Neither did any of us. We all just crowded into the elevator and headed for the top floor.

I was less nervous than I had been during my last elevator ascent, but not by much. There was a reasonable chance Wang would put me in the coffin he had handy regardless of my service and our deal. I didn’t see him looking past the fact that I had scarred his face and blinded his eye.

I’d considered running or conducting this final exchange by phone, but at the end of the day, I needed Wang’s help to get out of China and into the U.S. without arrest. I figured those goals were best finessed in person.

The man who held my fate in his hands met us in an opulent lounge that centered on a coffee table with a screen for a surface. Whereas it could likely be programmed to display anything from his apartment blueprints to the nightly news, Wang had it set to look like a whirlpool. Given its mesmerizing effect, I guessed that selection was the result of a psychology study I hadn’t read.

As we settled in around the swirling water, I studied the rest of the room. Rather than display trophies or vanity pictures, Wang had surrounded himself with modern art. Sculptures, paintings, and works somewhere in between. I understood none of it and wouldn’t have wanted a single piece in my house, but nonetheless it telegraphed a level of sophistication I had not previously detected in my nemesis.

Wang and I sat across from each other, with Yī and Èr standing behind him, while Maylin and Driver stood behind me. I met Wang’s good eye. He met mine.

Maylin reached over my right shoulder to hand me the three phones, indicating that I should present them to Wang like trophies. I went with it and laid all three on the virtual whirlpool. “I didn’t bring you any heads, but I did bring you the phones of Mr. Yao and his two sumos. I thought they might be more useful.”

“A very smart and thoughtful move,” Wang said. “I am very anxious to hear how you dispatched my rival. Please, spare no detail.”

“That will be my pleasure. But first I need to clarify exactly what I’ve done and what I’ll need to proceed.”

Wang stiffened but said nothing.

“Today, I did more than merely secure you a crucial contract by eliminating your only rival. Much more. Today, I secured you a path to assuming his business empire.”

“What are you talking about?” Wang asked with a hopeful lilt. “His phone is useless without his password. Are you telling me you also got his password?”

“I’m not talking about his phone. I’m talking about something entirely different. You see, I didn’t bring you Yao’s head. I brought you his balls.”

“His balls?” Wang asked with more distaste than I’d have expected.

“Not like that. Your rival’s testicles remain attached. But thanks to me, you can squeeze them whenever you like.” With that, I put the laptop on the table, opened the lid, and played an audio clip I’d prepared.

 

“You raped my sister. She’s only thirteen years old. Thirteen, Yao. You’re a pedophile and a rapist.”

“Who is your sister?”

“Natasha Stepanova.”

“Oh, her. Yes, I remember. I don’t think I ever got her name. But you’re right, I did get everything else. Everything else. She was quite satisfactory as I recall. Very good with her mouth and a real moaner.”

 

Wang spent a minute staring at the table as if studying written words before looking back up at me. When he did, his expression wasn’t happy. “Did you kill him or didn’t you?”

I didn’t answer. Instead, I played the second clip I’d prepared.

 

“How many women have you slept with?”

“You have more than one sister?”

“Answer the question.”

“I don’t know,” he said, exasperated.

“Just this year. How many women have you slept with this year?”

“I don’t know.”

“Take a guess. The year’s only half over. Call it two hundred days and do the math.”

“A hundred and fifty.”

“And of those hundred and fifty, how many were girls? How many were thirteen-year-old girls like Natasha?”

“I don’t know.”

“Best guess, Yao. And don’t insult my intelligence.”

“Twenty.”

“Twenty young girls this year?”

“Yes, about twenty young girls this year.”

 

“Did you kill him or didn’t you?” Wang asked, his voice rising.

“What’s better, Yao in a box, or Yao on a string?”

“What are you talking about? This recording is worthless. His lawyers will argue that it’s not him and I’ll be the one who loses face. Public opinion is as likely to turn against me as it is against him. You’ve failed me.” Wang stood and snapped his fingers.

Yī and Èr moved to grab me.

I pulled the Glocks from my pockets and pointed one at each twin. “Sit down! Everyone sit. You too,” I said to Maylin and Driver.

They sat.

“Hands on your knees,” I said to everyone.

Slowly but surely, five sets of hands went to five sets of knees.

“Thank you. Now listen and think.” I focused on Wang. “First of all, public opinion isn’t what matters in an instance like this. Only one opinion matters.”

“And whose opinion is that?” Wang asked.

I studied the four other faces before me until I saw realization dawn on Driver’s. “Tell him.”

Driver said, “Sir, I believe he’s referring to Yao Tao’s opinion.”

“That’s right,” I confirmed.

Wang chewed on the idea. “You think I can blackmail Yao into endorsing my company’s bid by threatening to play those recordings to his father-in-law? Recordings which Mayor Yao will desperately want to believe are doctored.”

“No.”

“No?”

“I think you can get Yao to do whatever you want for as long as he wants to remain married, by threatening to show the mayor the videos from which those recordings come.”

“You have all that on video?”

In answer, I put the three miniature cameras and the laptop on the coffee table. “That and much more. I also have the password to Yao’s phone, where I suspect you’ll find plenty of supporting evidence.”

Wang smiled, then smiled some more. “You’re right. If what you say is true, I do have him by the balls. I can force him to consolidate his business under mine. If what you say is true.”

I opened the laptop, turned the screen toward Wang, and hit play on the third clip I’d prepared. The video showed my hand pressing a Glock into Yao’s groin before panning out to show me waggling a phone while I spoke the words “What’s the passcode?”

Wang jumped from his chair and clapped his hands. “My god, you really do have it. Why didn’t you come right out with it?”

“I’m giving you a lot more than we agreed on. Therefore, it’s only fair that you also give me a lot more than we agreed on.”

Wang was so happy the demand didn’t faze him. “What do you have in mind?”

“First of all, in exchange for Fang’s passcode, both Maylin and her parents get condos. Two condos, not one.”

“Okay. That’s fair. What else?”

“Just one more thing beyond what we agreed. In exchange for the video I made to solve your biggest problem, I need you to make me a video to solve my biggest problem.”

“And what video would that be?”

“A video in which you confess to ordering the murder of my wife.”











Chapter 58

Brinkmanship




HUMAN LIFE DIFFERS from other animal life in that it’s frequently altered by virtual coin tosses. Yes or No responses to unusual situations which send our lives down very different paths. The college acceptance. The marriage proposal. The job application. We do our best, then we hope for the best. Tits not balls, as Crofts would say.

I already had multiple coins in the air when I hit Wang with my big, life-altering ask. I was hoping to stay alive, avoid Chinese prison, and fly back to the United States.

Going into our meeting, I knew I’d earned all three by the terms of our agreement, but those three flips didn’t take me far enough. They didn’t reunite me with my children. To get that, I had to bet everything on one final flip.

Well, that and the fact that I was holding two Glocks.

I was gambling on greed. I was betting that I could hook the big fish by giving him a taste of something irresistible. Now my entire life hinged on a single, simple question. Would he bite? Would Wang confess to murdering a woman in America in order to gain ultimate power in China?

Legally, it wouldn’t put him in any genuine jeopardy. Alameda County wouldn’t come after a Chinese princeling. A rich and powerful foreign national would be too difficult and expensive to prosecute. If they tried and they actually got him into a courtroom, something which would never happen, he could recant, calling it a joke or a trick or coerced testimony. The video wouldn’t move twelve jurors beyond a reasonable doubt.

On the other hand, Wang’s video would inject a whole lot of reasonable doubt into the district attorney’s case against me. It might even be enough to move all twelve jurors over that line, but it only had to move one.

I studied the big man’s face as I prepared to play the biggest game of chicken of my life.

“You want me to confess to ordering the murder of your wife?” Wang asked.

“Yes.”

“On video?”

“Yes.”

“And if I don’t?”

“You don’t get the video of Yao.”

“I see.” Wang spoke like a man who’d just been served a heaping plate of his least favorite food.

“It’s more than a fair trade. With my video, you won’t just beat your rival, you’ll own him. You won’t just defeat Yao’s business, you’ll absorb it. All for five minutes of work that won’t make a whit of difference to you.”

“Really? Not a whit of difference? Why’s that?”

“The district attorney of a California county isn’t going to come after you. You’re way out of her league and her reach. And even if she did, so what? You throw some money at her campaign or her opponent’s and get it dropped.”

Wang tented his fingers before his lips. “I see your point. Then again, I could just take it.” Wang gestured toward the laptop. “You can’t hold those guns on us forever. And we all know you’re not a killer.”

I lowered the Glocks. “The video isn’t on the computer. What you’ve seen is what it has.”

“Your phone then,” Wang countered, his voice a tad higher than it had been seconds earlier.

“The video is no longer on the phone. I sent it to a cloud server where it’s protected by 128-bit encryption. And I don’t have the passcode. I sent that to a friend in the U.S. along with orders that he only give it to me in person no matter how much I beg. I also ordered him not to take my calls. In other words, the only way you get the recording is if I get home.”

“A win-win, lose-lose scenario,” Wang said.

“Exactly.”

“You’re a clever man, Mr. Sparks. But I’m sure there’s a loophole. I’m confident that if I put you back in the coffin and then got your daughters on the phone, you’d find a way to get me the passcode.”

“Confident isn’t the same as certain. Cooperating gives you certainty, without the fuss, delay, or mess.”

“Like I said earlier, you’ve got balls.”

“And you’ve got Yao’s balls—if we have a deal. Do we have a deal?”

“How do I know you’ll give me the passcode once you’re safe at home?”

“It costs me nothing to give it to you, whereas I suspect that betraying you could cost me everything.”

“You’re right about that.”

“So we have a deal?”

“Let me think about it,” Wang said. Then he got up and left.

Everyone else stayed put.

I was no longer holding the Glocks, but I could reach them in an instant.

Yī and Èr rose but moved no further. They stood there like statues guarding an ancient emperor’s tomb.

I glanced at Maylin.

She gave me a barely perceptible shrug.

We waited five minutes. Ten. Fifteen. After an hour, when his receptionist brought us tea, I began to wonder if Wang had gone out to dinner. After two hours, he returned.

Wang offered no explanation. He simply said, “We have a deal.”

I asked no questions. I flipped the laptop back around and opened a note with the script I’d prepared for Wang’s confession. “I’ve got the recording ready to go. Are your attorney and notary in the building, as requested?”











Chapter 59

The Confession




WE MADE THE VIDEO with the lawyer and the notary standing behind Wang. Both stated their names and occupations before the princeling proceeded to read the confession I’d scripted.

I’d adjusted the lighting to make the most of Wang’s facial scarring and to catch the cloudy appearance of his blinded eye. That image would do as much to sell the story as Wang’s words. It proved his motive.

I hereby solemnly testify in front of two witnesses, including my attorney and my notary, that I, Wang Wei, son of Wang Qiang, did order the execution of Mrs. Tanya Antonova Sparks. That execution was carried out early on the eighth of July while Mr. Felix Sparks slept beside his wife under the influence of a drug administered by the assassin.

I did this because Mr. Sparks assaulted me on a flight from San Francisco to Beijing, an assault which resulted in the scarring of my face and the loss of vision in my right eye. I knew he would be imprisoned for the killing and would therefore suffer every day for the rest of his life, just as I do whenever I open my eyes or look in the mirror.

Since that extreme, knee-jerk reaction, further reflection has helped me realize that I provoked Mr. Sparks’ actions on the plane, and that the scarring and blinding were therefore the unintended consequences of my own actions. I am confessing this today to assuage my guilt and move on with my life.

Wang didn’t read everything exactly as I’d written it, and his recitation wasn’t entirely convincing, but I decided it was good enough and didn’t press my luck. It had been my experience that little slights could generate big reactions by pushing people over invisible lines.

I immediately sent the video to Kent. That swooshing sent sound had never felt so satisfying. As of that moment I believed I was effectively off the hook! Out of jail! Back in my daughters’ lives!

Wang went on to revoke the Red Notice. It did take just one phone call, although that conversation took fifteen minutes, not the five he’d promised. We watched it happen on the Interpol website, not directly but via a stream from Wang’s contact’s computer. I captured a screenshot of Sparks, Felix, United States, in the Revoked column and immediately sent it to Hernandez with a BCC to Crofts and Tierney. Now I’d get my job back!

Continuing down his commitment list, Wang and notary then transferred the title of two condominiums to Maylin, one for her and another for her parents. I had to hand it to the man, although he was selfish, spoiled, and cruel, he was also both efficient and a man of his word. Being a princeling hadn’t made him entirely useless. By promoting him over the philandering pedophile in Beijing, I felt like I was doing China a service as well.

After the notary handed Maylin the completed paperwork, she surprised me by throwing her arms around my neck and giving me a big wet kiss on the lips. It felt good. I hadn’t just saved my family; I’d saved hers as well.

“Now the passcode for Yao’s phone,” Wang said, picking it up from the table.

“268455.”

Wang typed and smiled. Then he tapped and swiped and smiled some more.

Satisfied, Wang reached into his suit coat and pulled out two items which he handed me. “A Hong Kong passport and a first-class ticket from Beijing to San Francisco.”

The picture in the passport was the one Maylin had taken, with my wig off and cheek implants in. I’d need to remember to dress accordingly for passport control on both sides.

“The passport is real,” Wang added. “I suggest you shred and flush it before leaving the airport in San Francisco. Do that, and there will be no record of your ever having been in China. Better for both of us.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Just two more things. First, do you happen to have any superglue in the office?”

“Superglue?”

“It will help me at passport control.”

Wang looked over his left shoulder at Èr and spoke a few words. Èr left the room.

Wang turned back to me. “The glue will be waiting for you in the car.”

“Excellent. Finally, I need my old phone returned. The one I was carrying when you brought me here.”

“It will be in your mailbox when you arrive home. Now, I believe I’ve completed my obligations. Meanwhile, there is a big one left on your plate.”

“That’s correct,” I replied. “As agreed, you’ll have the video within twenty-four hours of my arriving home. Guaranteed.”

Wang nodded his agreement. “I’ll walk you to the car.”

There’s a famous scene in the movie Goodfellas where Joe Pesci’s character arrives at the ceremony that is supposed to make him a made man in the Sicilian mafia only to learn that it was actually his execution. I’d have been picturing that scene on the elevator ride to the garage were it not for the fact that Wang did not yet have the blackmail video.

Or did he?

Had he guessed that I’d sent it to my attorney?

Had he dispatched the same assassin who’d killed Tanya to force Kent into handing it over? Was that what he’d done during the two hours he’d been away? I had no way of knowing.

I readied myself for swift action. Hope for the best, plan for the worst. I could have Wang in a joint lock and positioned as a human shield faster than most guys could draw a weapon.

The elevator stopped, chimed, and opened.

Driver was standing by the black Mercedes passenger door, prepared to hold it open. That was smart. As a similar scene in San Francisco had proven, it put me in a very vulnerable position. There was no avoiding it.

The best I could do was prepare for a quick draw and a double execution. First Driver, then Wang. Bang! Bang! I put my left hand in my coat pocket and took hold of the Glock. I wouldn’t even waste time trying to extract the gun. I’d shoot through the fabric.

We walked toward the back door. I couldn’t see inside, so I aimed my pocketed Glock accordingly and did my best to keep the frame of the car between me and anyone who might be inside.

Driver opened the door.

The car was empty.

I turned toward Wang.

“Thank you for coming,” he said with a smile as we both pictured the coffin.

“I’m glad we were able to work things out,” I replied, most sincerely.

“Yes, well, with that in mind there is something you should know. Two things, actually, although the first is just a reminder that extremely unfortunate events will occur quite quickly if I don’t have that video within twenty-four hours of your landing. Memorize this address and send it there.” Wang showed me a Gmail account with a long but simple address. I repeated it three times, then took a picture with my phone for good measure.

“You will have it. What’s the second thing?”

Wang motioned me into the Mercedes, giving me the impression that the last word was going to be a big one.

I did as he asked.

Wang leaned in and spoke softly. “I just want to clear up one thing before you go. It has no bearing on our agreement, which remains in place and inviolable.”

I kept my hand on the Glock. “Okay.”

“I’m telling you this because a lot can happen between your getting off the plane and your sending me the video. I want you to be prepared, so that nothing stops you from sending the video. Forewarned is forearmed, as they say, and I know you to be a resourceful man.”

“I understand.”

“Good.” Wang backed up a step and put his hand on the doorframe as if he was going to punctuate his revelation by closing the door. That was exactly what he did, after saying, “I have absolutely no idea who killed your wife or why.”











Chapter 60

Homecoming




I SLEPT THROUGH most of the flight home despite Wang’s troubling revelation and its implications. After logging many millions of miles as a marshal, I feel at home on planes. The hum of the engine relaxes me like a mother’s heartbeat. On top of that, the flight was overnight, I was exhausted, and my first-class seat converted into a narrow bed.

I tackled the problem presented by Wang’s startling confession over my morning coffee, which was served in a china cup. While it was hot, it would not have scalded my face. Wang and I had a very unfortunate flip of the coin back in June. Balls, big time.

On the one hand, it didn’t matter that Wang hadn’t killed Tanya. I had a credible confession, complete with means, motive, and opportunity. That was a get-out-of-jail free card. Well, not free, not by a long shot, but out, and that was the thing that mattered most.

On the other hand, if it wasn’t Wang, then Tanya’s killer was still out there, secretly defying justice, potentially posing a threat. Unless it really had been me, in a dream. It’s always the husband.

Deciding that there was nothing to be done at that moment, I pushed those distressing notions out of my mind and spent the rest of the flight focused on the good news. I’d be calling Vera with the all-safe message within a few hours and hugging my girls within a few days.

If the Hong Kong passport worked.

And I wasn’t arrested.

I’d texted Kent my flight information and asked him to meet me at the airport, just in case Detective Dubrey showed up in an aggressive mood. I figured he could argue for house arrest while the video worked its way through the district attorney’s office. I had no problem being confined to anything larger than a coffin for a day or three, so long as Kira and Eva were with me.

Disembarkation went as usual, meaning we weren’t all asked to remain in our seats while official business of the medical or law enforcement variety was conducted. Passport control was the next point of friction.

Since I would be entering the U.S. disguised as Hong Kong national Alfred Winthrop rather than American Felix Sparks, I did not expect any issues at immigration. Then again, the unpleasant surprises were on a roll, so I was far from free of stress.

My first-class ticket put me at the head of the line, which saved me from stewing through a long wait at immigration. I had my wig off, my cheek implants in, and a story ready to go. I also had superglue dotting my fingertips. Just enough to prevent a positive match with the prints Felix Sparks had on file.

“What’s the purpose of your visit?” The CBP agent asked, while scanning my passport and indicating that I needed to place my hand on the glass surface of his scanner.

“Business,” I replied.

“How long will you be staying?”

“One week.”

He studied my face. He consulted his screen. Then he said, “Welcome to the United States.”

I nodded and moved on, lest my irrepressible smile give him second thoughts. As I entered the baggage claim area, a wave of ecstasy nearly knocked me to my knees. I’d survived being buried alive, completed a hit job in China, and returned home with the Red Notice revoked and a confession from my wife’s killer. The girls and I would miss Tanya dearly, but we could now live normal lives together. A life that only hours earlier had seemed a near impossible dream.

I was as happy and relieved as I’ve ever been as I walked past the baggage claim carousels and customs agents. I spotted Kent the moment I walked through the big one-way doors.

He did not see me.

I ignored my attorney and slipped straight into a nearby bathroom where I locked myself in a stall intent on flushing the Hong Kong passport along with my cheek implants. Standing over the bowl, however, Kent’s earlier suggestion about preparing an escape envelope stilled my hands. If things went south for some unforeseen reason, the Hong Kong passport would get me across the border.

I hid both items the best I could, donned my wig, checked myself in the mirror, and approached Kent from behind. “Good afternoon, counselor.”

Kent whirled about and met my eye. “I didn’t see you exit,” he said, moving in for a hug.

How lucky was I to find that kind of attorney? Tits for sure. “I’ve been here all along,” I said with a wink before asking, “Am I safe?”

“The arrest warrant has been withdrawn.”

Relief washed over me like a warm summer breeze. I was speechless. The news was so emotionally overwhelming that I dropped to my knees and began sobbing with relief, releasing more tension than I’d known I’d been harboring.

Kent gave me a moment, then helped me to my feet before we attracted attention. Once we reached his Audi, he said, “I assume we’re going to your house?”

“Actually, I left my car near Jefferson Square Park in San Francisco. That was eight days ago, but I’m hoping it’s still there if you wouldn’t mind?”

“No problem. I assume the kids are still in Moscow?”

“Yup. I didn’t want to alert them in case I got arrested at SFO. Their hearts have endured enough whiplash.”

“I hear you. Have the kids spent much time in Russia?”

“Tanya and Vera took them every summer. They were big on bringing the girls up bi-cultural. Both are fluent in Russian.”

“Do they have relatives there?”

“Not really. A few distant cousins. They go more for the atmosphere. Tanya misses it and Vera actually prefers it.”

“Really? Over the Bay Area? Why’s that?”

“In Moscow she’s a retired attorney with a prestigious law degree. Here, she’s just an old Russian lady.”

Kent nodded along. “I get it.”

“Thanks for helping to arrange their travel on such short notice.”

“Getting them away from the news story was a good idea. It didn’t paint you in a great light.” He glanced my way. “I got worried when you went dark on me.”

“You have no idea how dark,” I said, picturing the coffin.

“Why don’t you fill me in on everything that happened since we last spoke, starting with Wang’s remarkable confession video. I can’t imagine how you pulled that off. Heck, I find it hard to believe you actually made it to China and back, given the Red Notice and a warrant for your arrest. Was that some secret air marshal trick?”

I shared the whole story as we drove. Every salient detail. The meeting that explained why my car was in San Francisco. The backseat drugging. The coffin awakening. The torture interrogations. The high-pressure negotiations. The Yao incursion. The armoire adventure. Kent didn’t interrupt me until I got to the sumos, at which point he said, “Now I know you’re bullshitting me. You took on two genuine Japanese sumos, 400 pounders, and you won?”

“I grabbed one of their guns.”

“Unbelievable.”

“And yet here I am. You want to hear what I did to Yao?”

“Man, this is so good I’m going off the clock.”

I continued with the Yao extortion, the Wang renegotiation, the kiss from Maylin, and the flight home.

“Best client story I ever heard. Heck, best story period.”

“I’m ready for the happy ending. Speaking of which, there’s my Jeep,” I said, pointing.

Kent passed me his phone with ceremonious flourish. “I think it’s safe to call Vera now.”

I dialed so fast I screwed up twice. I got it right the third time, but my call went straight to voicemail. “It’s the middle of the night in Moscow,” I said, feeling a bit deflated.

“You don’t think—” Kent said, before stopping himself.

“Think what?”

“Do you know if they actually made it to Moscow?”

My stomach did a backflip. “No, I don’t. I went in the coffin shortly after you and I last spoke. Why do you ask?”

“No emails, texts, or voicemails?”

“Maybe they sent them, but I didn’t get them. Wang kept me cut off.”

Kent gave up the search for a legitimate space and stopped his Audi beside my car. He slid the selector into park with a slow, deliberate move, then hit the hazard lights before meeting my eye. “Do you think Wang might have taken them, as insurance?”











Chapter 61

Surprises




I PULLED INTO MY GARAGE dangerously fast, then ran out to the mailbox rather than into the house. As I fumbled for the key, I prayed Wang had returned my phone as promised. He had! But the battery was dead.

I ran back to the home I hadn’t entered since the day Tanya died and plugged in the phone on the kitchen island. Waiting for the cell to charge enough to power on was excruciating, so I busied myself by checking the refrigerator for old leftovers and expired products. There wasn’t much.

The instant the phone powered on, I opened voicemail. There was nothing from Vera, but Kira had left two messages. Both were heartbreaking entreaties along the line of, “Dad, where are you? Please call me back. Love you.” The last was from a week ago.

Kent walked in while I was staring at the phone, sorting puzzle pieces in my mind. “The way you took off, I figured I’d better follow.”

“There’s no message from Vera, and Kira’s stopped a week ago.”

“No mention of Russia?”

“None. But the burner phone I gave Kira probably won’t work there.”

“What about her regular phone? And Eva’s?”

“Vera confiscated those after the news story ran.”

“Right. So we’re back to not knowing if they made it to Moscow.”

I tried Vera’s number again. Again, it went straight to voicemail. Again, while disappointing and frustrating, that wasn’t surprising. Moscow was still asleep. I left a message. “Vera, I’m back home. For good. Call me when you get this. I can’t wait to see the kids!”

“Can you check with the airlines? See if they flew?” Kent suggested.

“Of course!”

I grabbed my old phone and laptop from the car and plugged both in. “You can’t fly direct to Russia anymore, but United Airlines partners with Turkish Airlines, which flies to Moscow from Istanbul.”

I pulled up Kira’s United Airlines account, checked her mileage activity, and felt a flood of relief. “They flew through Istanbul exactly a week ago, leaving SFO the evening of the 12th.”

“Outstanding!”

Of course, it was possible that Wang had kidnapped them there. Theoretically, a Chinese princeling could operate in Russia as easily as in the U.S. But that struck me as much less likely. I could wait a few hours for Moscow to wake up without risking a panic attack.

“Let’s get that video to Wang before I forget,” I said.

Kent found it on his phone, tapped the sharing icon, and handed it to me to fill-in the email address. Once it sent, he asked, “You got it from here?”

“I do.”

“What are you going to do first?”

“I’ve got to fix a transgression it’s best you don’t know about.”

Kent canted his head and half-smiled. “Not a risky one, I trust?”

“No.”

“Good. Call me if you need anything.”

The owner of the white Camry was home, so I was able to reverse the license plate swap without waiting. I counted my blessing with every turn of the screw. No harm no foul, I figured.

I debated hitting the Home Depot to see if they had a solvent that would take the white spray paint off my Jeep without stripping the original silver underneath, but decided not to open that can of worms today. For now, I could live with that reminder of times and crimes best forgotten.

For the first time since that fateful morning, I found myself free and unencumbered by urgent business. It was a strange but wonderful feeling.

I tried calling Crofts to see if he was up for a burger at The Hopyard. My partner was unavailable. On the job in the air, almost certainly.

My second call was to Hernandez. I wanted to make certain he’d seen my email and confirm that I’d be in the day after tomorrow as required, but I was told that he was gone for the day. I left a message. I’d made my deadline with a day to spare!

I found myself feeling a bit dejected because I couldn’t share my joy with any of the people who knew how my tragic story had started. Rather than returning to an empty house, I decided to hit The Hopyard for comfort food.

While waiting for my meal, my malaise was intensified by a serious sense of déjà vu. I considered calling an old friend for a killer of a catch-up conversation, but decided I didn’t have the energy to take anyone through the whole story, especially the bit about being the prime suspect in Tanya’s murder as I’d be pressed for all the details. At the same time, I found myself craving the cathartic satisfaction of sharing the very hard-fought happy ending.

As my beer arrived, I remembered Detective Beatrice Dubrey. On a whim, I dialed her number. I’d never called as promised and looked forward to sharing the reason. I figured the casket adventure made me a shoo-in for the Best Excuse Hall of Fame.

“Dubrey.”

“Detective, it’s Felix Sparks calling.”

Pause. “Mr. Sparks. It’s been a while.”

“Yes, well, when you had Child Support Services send a social worker to threaten Grandma that gave me pause. Then I got tied up.”

“I don’t know what you’re referencing. I never spoke to Child Support Services,” Dubrey replied in an icy voice.

“Well, someone sure did. They showed up almost immediately, threatening to take the kids from their grandmother.”

“I find that hard to believe. Why are you calling?”

“You got my video?”

“I did. Pretty amazing. I look forward to hearing how you wangled it.”

“Some things are better left unsaid.”

“Yes. They probably are. In any case, it worked. The warrant for your arrest was rescinded.”

“So I heard.”

“You back home?”

“In the area.”

“Congratulations,” she said, her tone notably lighter. “You know, Detective Tjahjadi and I had no way to investigate the Wang angle, so we looked into your wife’s clients instead.”

I stretched my legs out and grabbed my beer. I was definitely in the mood for a good story, particularly one about the road untaken. “Go on.”

“Her managing partner steered me toward a Russian guy connected with the Bratva, the Russian mob. His wife was Tanya’s client. She used a private investigator to learn his real net worth and extort a generous marital settlement. Tanya’s tactics ended up costing the guy a lot of money. Shortly afterwards the P.I. vanished.”

“Really?!” I said, thinking about Wang’s last words. I have absolutely no idea who killed your wife or why. Fortunately, I stopped myself before asking Dubrey if Russian cybercriminals killed my wife. As far as the police were concerned, Tanya’s case was closed with Wang’s confession, and I wanted it kept that way. Going forward, I’d investigate in secret on my own, thank you very much. “Did you get anywhere with that investigation?”

“I did. I met with a friend at the FBI to get some background on Russian cybercrime, then I went to interview the guy. He started out all sweet, but he turned sour as soon as he learned I knew he made his money helping Russians run ransomware campaigns.”

“Did you end up in a coffin?” I interjected, feeling giddy and unable to help myself.

“What?”

“Never mind. That’s another story. Sorry to interrupt. Please, continue.”

 “Okay. So, we’re sitting there in his home office, and like you just did, he turns the conversation in a completely different direction. He starts giving me an economics lesson. He has Amazon’s Alexa explain to me that the average Russian ransomware attack nets over half a million dollars, whereas a contract killing costs only $15,000. Then he asked me how stupid a cop would have to be to pursue a ransomware investigation for nothing but government pay.”

“Ouch.”

“Tell me about it. But that wasn’t all. After leaving his office, I got home only to discover that a Russian had broken into my apartment and microwaved my fish.”

“No way!”

“Way. I have it all on video. The hit woman even left a Russian cigarette burning on my kitchen counter just to be certain I got the message.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing, yet. The D.A. needs a lot more than we have to prosecute. She thinks it’s hopeless.”

“Have you found the missing investigator?”

Dubrey coughed. “Turns out he’d already been found. What I did was identify him using DNA from his apartment.”

“Why DNA? Any P.I. working at a law firm would have his fingerprints on file.”

“His corpse didn’t have fingerprints. It didn’t have skin. Mr. Babu had been locked in a shipping container with nothing but a barrel of water and three hungry dogs.”

I didn’t want to picture that scene, but couldn’t help it. Then I imagined what Dubrey must have felt upon discovering what happened to people who ignored a warning from the Bratva. “I’m guessing that has you thinking twice about pursuing the investigation.”

“I’m an honest cop, but the photos of Babu’s body really shook me. The Russian was right. There’s a line beyond which bravado turns to foolishness and dedication becomes insufficient. Now I know that for me that line lies somewhere between my pets being murdered and me being eaten alive.

“Still, I know they’re worried. The Russian offered me a big bribe to walk away. I’m hoping I’ll think of some way to see justice served.”

While Dubrey bared her soul, the waitress deposited my food. As I reached for the first of the steaming fries, I was hoisted out of my chair by two police officers who proceeded to slam my chest to the table and handcuff me right there beside my beer.

I’d been so enthralled by the detective’s story that I hadn’t seen them coming. I did, however, hear what they said. “Felix Sparks, you’re under arrest for the murder of Tanya Sparks.”











Chapter 62

Bad Decision




THE ARRESTING OFFICERS didn’t elaborate on the murder charge, and they didn’t listen to my protestations. They simply escorted me to a holding cell and handcuffed me to the interrogation table without supplying any information or giving me a phone call.

Detective Dubrey showed up around an hour later holding a laptop computer in one hand and a cup of coffee in another.

I said, “Phone call.”

She said, “Hello, Felix.”

I said, “Lawyer.”

She said, “In good time.”

“I’m not speaking to you without my lawyer present.”

“You don’t need to speak. All you need to do is watch.” With that, she set the laptop on the table where we both could see the screen. It displayed a picture of Wang. She hit Play and Wang started speaking. “Earlier today, U.S. citizen and Federal Air Marshal Felix Sparks broke into my office, held a gun to my face, and ordered me to make a video confessing to ordering the murder of his wife. Here’s an image from my security camera.” At that point, Wang held up a photograph taken from above and behind me in Wang’s office. It showed me holding a Glock in each hand. Both were pointed in Wang’s direction.

“I believe the video he demanded is already in your possession. If it’s not, I’m certain it soon will be. In any case you should know that I recorded it under duress, as this picture clearly proves.

“You should also know that the motive presented in that video was fabricated. While I was scalded by coffee Mr. Sparks poured on me during a transoceanic flight, and I did file assault charges against him with Interpol resulting in a Red Notice, my injuries have healed, and I have withdrawn my complaint. What you saw were prostheses that Mr. Sparks forced me to wear.”

With that, Wang peeled a prosthetic scar from the tissue around his eye and popped a milky contact from his right eye. The video ended there.

I was too shocked to move.

Dubrey closed the laptop and set it aside. “You need to think about a plea deal.”

When I said nothing, she got up and knocked on the door. The same two officers who’d brought me in entered. They chained my ankles together and cuffed my hands behind my back. Then they led me out to a Pleasanton PD car and locked me in the back.

Dubrey thanked them and slid into the driver’s seat. “It won’t take long to reach Santa Rita,” she said, referencing the Alameda County prison and detention center. “If there’s anything you want me to know, you’ve got my attention.”

I was not about to say anything, lest my words box me in and reduce my options. My case, which had been completely resolved just a few hours earlier, was once again life threatening. At this point, I had no idea how I was going to defend myself.

Given Wang’s video, everything I’d done during the past two weeks only made me look even more guilty than I had when I woke beside Tanya’s body. All the suffering of the past two weeks had been in vain.

Sitting there cuffed in the back of Detective Dubrey’s car, my mind was still reeling from Wang’s betrayal. I’d thought we’d reached détente. But then nothing that I’d believed was actually true. We hadn’t wiped the slate clean because it hadn’t been dirty to start with. I hadn’t scarred or blinded him.

Most importantly, he hadn’t killed Tanya.

The more I thought about it, the more I realized that he’d been working me all along—with the mindset of a spoiled brat. He’d gotten his lopsided revenge for my disrespect and minor assault by effectively getting me fired and confining me to the U.S.

That would have been it, but then I reached out and my message started his manipulative mind spinning. Soon he realized that I’d created the opportunity for him to take a major ego trip and save his business at the same time.

Wang went out and got himself a prosthetic scar and a milky contact lens. Then he played me, my bad assumptions, and my wishful thinking with the mastery of a maestro.

The only thing I felt certain about was that I’d underestimated him from the start. And the only upside I could detect—one not to be underrated—was the fact that I was still alive. Had I not hit him with the video confession request, giving him the opportunity to send me home to life in prison, he might well have had me whacked, Goodfellas style. Clearly, his penchant for petulance overrode any adult sense of fair play.

“I can only imagine what’s going through your head right now,” Dubrey said.

“Did you replace your fish?” I asked as the question struck me from the dark.

“Not yet. You came close, you know. Your scheme worked brilliantly until Wang gave you up.”

I didn’t take the bait.

“How the hell did you get to China? My partner figures you talked a fellow air marshal into letting you take his place on a Beijing trip.”

I said nothing.

“I don’t buy that. Too risky for the other guy. He’d lose his job and his pension if you got caught. In my experience, nobody voluntarily risks their pension. I figure you blackmailed him.”

I said nothing.

Dubrey gave up.

I didn’t break my silence until we arrived at Santa Rita. “Do me a favor, Detective. Call Kent Tierney and let him know what’s happened.”

It was Dubrey’s turn to say nothing. She left me at processing, where the cold gears of government justice began their slow grind on my soul. I was now in the system, alone and afraid.

After the initial intake processing, where they tested me for Covid and quizzed me about my health, they tossed me in the tank with the ‘catch of the day.’ Some guys were cursing, some guys were sleeping, one guy was puking, and the lucky ones were making use of the battered old pay phone to arrange bail.

Unlike the drunk drivers, drug dealers, and wife beaters, I was not eligible for bail. I had yet to be arraigned, but I was certain the D.A. would request that I be denied bail on the grounds that I was a flight risk. I was equally certain that her request would be granted, given my initial flight from the scene of Tanya’s murder and my subsequent alleged trip to China.

As inescapable as my situation seemed that morning when I woke up beside Tanya’s strangled corpse, it now appeared even more hopeless. The police had means, motive, and opportunity. They had bruises matching my knuckles and they had me fleeing the scene. That was all indisputable, even by me. On top of that, they had compelling, audiovisual evidence that I’d gone to great lengths to manufacture testimony implicating someone else. I was screwed six ways from Sunday.

So were my kids.

Maybe they’d be better off growing up in Russia with Grandma. Making a clean cut with their old life and all the painful reminders it contained, the first and foremost of which would be knowing that Dad was just down the road—in prison.

Sitting there under the fluorescent lights of a human aquarium, attempting to isolate myself from the madness and misery all around me, I tried to focus on the big picture. The more I thought about it, the clearer my next sensible move became. My only sensible move, really.

When Kent came by in the morning—fingers crossed—I would tell him I wanted to go with the “in my dreams” defense and potentially plead guilty to manslaughter. Unintentional, unconscious murder. We’d say I had dreamed I was subduing a hijacker in the line of duty, and I had somehow acted it out on Tanya.

A jury might be forgiving, especially if one of them had served. Everyone had bad, work-related dreams. Veterans often had violent ones.

Maybe we could get the sentence down to a few years. My clean prior record and decades of government service might help sway the D.A. So would the time and cost savings of avoiding a capital murder trial.

Getting off that easy was probably a long shot, given all the evidence the D.A. had against me, but it had the benefit of potentially being true. Or at least more true than premeditated murder. Premeditated murder was something I could rule out absolutely and completely, with no equivocation.

As I pondered the odds of pulling off the “dream defense,” a new thought put a pin in my balloon. If we went with a plea, the girls would hear me confess to murdering their mother.











Chapter 63

Diplomatic Relations




KENT DID NOT SHOW UP first thing in the morning. Or second thing. And there was nothing I could do about it.

The corrections officers were as indifferent to the prisoners as the processors at a meat packing plant. I was a slab of beef, no more, no less. As for the greater system beyond the bare concrete walls, it would get around to me in its own sweet time.

One of my fellow cellmates did try pounding on the plexiglass and cursing at the guards once he’d had enough tank time. That did not go well for him. He got body slammed, handcuffed, and hauled off—probably not to a better place.

I spent my time thinking about the girls. Had Vera shared my voicemail with them? Had they all gathered around the phone and called me back, only to get voicemail, once, twice, ten times? Thinking about the two of them facing yet another crushing disappointment put another crack in my heart.

Breakfast was a box of Raisin Bran and a half-pint of skim milk, both tossed by a guard to anyone who raised a hand in response to “Who wants food?” Lunch, delivered the same way, was plastic wrapped bologna on white bread and more milk.

Looking at the second government meal, I felt both hungry and repulsed. As I envisioned an endless line of similar lowest-bidder sandwiches flying at me for years to come, the holding tank’s door opened and the guard said, “Sparks.”

I abandoned the bologna in exchange for handcuffs and a short trip to a small conference room where Kent was seated across the table. He appeared a lot less cheerful than the last time I saw him, but he still had the eye of the tiger.

“Sorry I wasn’t here earlier. I was with Dubrey.”

“You saw the video?”

“I did.”

“Did it look as bad to you as it did to me?”

“Did you say anything about China to the cops or Dubrey?”

“No.”

“Can the district attorney prove that you were in China?” Kent pressed.

I shrugged. “The video is pretty compelling.”

“Besides that. Videos can be faked, Wang isn’t going to be seen as a highly credible witness, and in any case, I doubt he’d agree to testify. Does Customs and Border Protection have a record of Felix Sparks going or coming?”

“No. Not either. I’m certain of that. What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that we can get the D.A. to ignore the whole Wang thing on the basis that they can’t authenticate any of it, not even your presence in China.”

“Okay. Sounds good, except that the Wang did it angle was the only credible defense I had, and I went through a lot to get it.”

“I’m afraid that’s sunk cost at this point, so don’t fret over it. Focus on a new angle instead.”

“What angle?”

Kent’s eyes brightened. “I came up with one this morning. One that could work. I was processing everything I learned in the past 24 hours while on my way to meet Dubrey when it hit me. The problem is there are things I can’t do to aid your defense. Things like suborning perjury.”

Kent stopped there to allow his words to sink in before continuing. “Let me ask you something, Felix. How good is your relationship with Tanya’s mother?”

“We always got along. She’s very introverted and the opposite of touchy-feely, so I can’t say we were close. Plus, as far as she knows, I killed her daughter. But I always treated her right and we never fought, so I think she’d help me if she could, particularly if it benefited the girls.”

“Good. What was her relationship with Tanya like? Did they argue?”

“All the time. Kind of like an old couple. They’re very different people.”

“Do you see where I’m going?”

“Not really.”

Kent looked down at his hands, then back up to meet my eye. “Vera took the girls to Russia, right? Her homeland.”

“Yes.”

“And U.S.–Russian relations are terrible under Putin. The worst they’ve been since the height of the Cold War, right? Given the war in Ukraine, the closing of consulates, and the abandoned arms treaties. Diplomatic relations are all but dead.”

“Right.”

“And there are real consequences for American citizens with Russian interests because of this. You, for instance, given your job, could never go to Russia for fear of being arrested for espionage and wrongfully imprisoned for use as a bargaining chip. Right?”

“Correct. Where are you going?”

“If you combine current circumstances with that environment, it seems to me that Vera has your get-out-of-jail free card.”

I stared at Kent, my processor spinning at full speed.

He stared back, his processor calm, his calculations complete.

When I didn’t catch on quickly enough, he broke the silence with a prompt. “Making the D.A. wary of introducing Wang’s false confession is key. But I think we can do that, given the existence of deep fakes and the fact that we’re dealing with a Chinese politician.”

My processor continued spinning. Kent let it.

At last, the tumblers fell into place and the hidden door to freedom cracked open. I smiled at my attorney and said the words he couldn’t. “I have to get Vera to confess to murdering Tanya.”

Kent pulled a cell phone from his briefcase and put it on the table. “During a live videoconference with the D.A. would be best. What’s her number?”











Chapter 64

Killer Performance




THE CONFERENCE ROOM at the Pleasanton district attorney’s office felt more like a library than a place where prison sentences were traded like baseball players in pursuit of winning stats. Sitting there in arm and leg chains, I realized that I had never been more nervous in my life. Even waking up in a coffin didn’t compare, because I had no control.

My life was literally riding on the outcome of a meeting that I would have no say in. At the end of the hearing that was about to begin, I’d be escorted through one of two doors. One door led straight to hell. Life behind bars, with bologna sandwiches, bad company, and the constant fear of attack. The other door opened into heaven. Life on my terms with my daughters by my side.

I had no idea which door would be opening.

Neither did Kent. And he wouldn’t be speaking either.

We were hoping for the best, and Kent had called Crofts to smooth things over with Hernandez in case we got it, but this hearing was going to be a nail biter to the end.

My discussion with Vera had been, beyond a doubt, the craziest call of my life. There was no easy way to ask a mother to confess to murdering her own daughter. Or to explain that she’d never be able to return to the country that had been her home for decades.

It took her a long time to fully comprehend what I was asking. But in the end, Vera saw the sense and agreed to make the sacrifice.

Her only ask was that I agree to take care of her. She’d been dependent on Tanya, and now she was counting on me as much as I was counting on her.

I agreed that she’d be well taken care of. I figured I could lease out her apartment and have the rent checks sent directly to her account. If the D.A. bought her confession. If Vera sold it.

When it came to strategy, the fact that Vera had been a lawyer helped a lot. It was a point she referenced often when I tried to coach her on logic or language. She insisted that she understood the critical ingredients and could be convincing if given detailed notes on everything I knew about the murder and the crime scene as well as enough time to think it through.

Kent, meanwhile, hadn’t been able to help with any of it. He had to sit there wearing noise-cancelling headphones to avoid knowledge of my illegal ask.

As the Zoom meeting began, all Kent and I could do was pray. We really had no idea specifically what Vera would say.

District Attorney Meredith Sutherland saw the setup for what it was, but she could hardly deny the request. Doing so would give us reasonable doubt. Therefore, she went along, but with the obvious intent of catching Vera in a coached lie.

Sutherland had only agreed to allow us to observe the confession under the condition that we said nothing without her personal invitation. Kent had been thrilled to get that much.

The videoconference began with Vera stating her full name for the record and then proceeded through legalese I was too nervous to follow. I didn’t lock on until D.A. Sutherland said, “It’s my understanding that you wish to confess to the murder of Tanya Antonova Sparks, your daughter. Is that correct?”

“Yes. That’s correct. I killed my daughter.”

“How did you kill her?”

“I strangled her in her sleep.”

“Using what?”

“My hands and her pajamas.”

“Please tell us the whole story.”

“I set it up by offering to take the girls for the night, as was my habit. Date night, we called it. Those were important to Tanya and Felix, given their marital problems.

“Like usual, I left a bottle of their favorite white wine out on ice. Unlike usual, I spiked it with sleeping pills. That way I knew both Tanya and Felix would sleep deeply.

“I drove from my house to theirs at 1:30 in the morning when the girls were sound asleep, and I figured Tanya and Felix would be as well. I parked on the parallel street and came through the Evanses’ backyard so my vehicle wouldn’t be spotted or recognized.

“I used my key to enter through the garage door, which I locked behind me. Then I killed Tanya with a cross-collar choke, which online research indicated was fast, reliable, and easy, even for a person of my size. I left through the front door and left it unlocked, so the investigation would not point to people with a key.

“I then retraced my steps, drove home, and went to bed.”

Vera stopped there. Her delivery had followed her usual flat speech pattern, like she was reading a recipe. For another crime, that might have backfired, sounding too rehearsed. Too much like reading a script. But the fact that she could discuss her own daughter’s murder so matter-of-factly gave it credibility.

Sutherland asked, “How did you put the pills in the wine bottle? Did you leave it uncorked?”

“It was a screw top. A couple tiny dabs of Loctite gave it enough stick for my tampering to avoid detection. I know. I practiced. They keep cases of their favorite Sauvignon Blanc at home.”

“So, you planned Tanya’s murder?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

“Months.”

Sutherland nodded, then asked the big question. The one that would sell or sink the whole confession. The one Kent and I had no idea how she’d answer. “Why?”

“Tanya betrayed me.”

“Your daughter betrayed you?”

“Yes.”

“Please elaborate.”

“I raised her as a single mother. Put her through law school. Then I followed her to America and raised her children. After all that, as soon as the kids were old enough to start taking care of themselves, she kicked me out of her fancy mansion into a tiny, cheap apartment where I’m surrounded by a swarm of Hispanics.”

Sutherland didn’t immediately respond. She obviously didn’t know what to say. Neither did I. That was a good thing, I figured. Betrayal was a powerful motive.

After a few seconds, the D.A. redirected the questioning by playing her ace. “That’s a good story, Mrs. Antonova, but the evidence proves that you didn’t strangle Tanya.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Vera said, sounding as certain and sterile as Spock.

“I’m afraid it does.”

“I’m afraid you’re wrong.”

“Mrs. Antonova, do you have a credit card? Any credit card?”

“Yes.”

“Please get it and hold it up in your left hand. You can cover the numbers if you like.”

Vera disappeared for a minute, then returned holding a Visa card.

“Thank you. Now, hold the credit card sideways so it’s facing me, and then press your right fist up against it so your knuckles are touching the long edge of the card,” Sutherland said, demonstrating on her AmEx.

After a bit of fumbling, Vera gave the D.A. the money shot.

“That’s perfect. As you can see, the credit card is wider than your fist. By about 1.5 centimeters, I’d guess. That would make your knuckle span 7 centimeters, as credit cards are 8.5 centimeters wide.”

Sutherland then held up a photograph of her AmEx card resting against the pattern of bruise marks left on Tanya’s neck. “We know from forensic evidence that your daughter was strangled by a person whose knuckle span is nearly 10 centimeters. Exactly like your son-in-law’s.”

Kent and I knew this was the weak part of our case. If it went to court, Kent planned to argue that the bruising wasn’t definitive. That the repositioning of hands could lead to a pattern much wider than the perpetrator’s fist. But it would have been implausible for Vera to argue that during her confession without looking coached, so I’d told her to stick to her guns and concede nothing beyond asserting that there must be a mistake.

Vera didn’t do that.

“Ms. Sutherland, have you been to my condo? My tiny new home. The one swarming with Hispanics?”

“I have not,” the district attorney said. “But I believe Detective Dubrey has been there.”

“Twice,” Dubrey confirmed. “Once when I informed you of Tanya’s passing and then again yesterday.”

“Did you do any detecting while you were there, Detective?” Vera asked.

“What’s your point?” Sutherland asked.

“I want to know if the detective picked up on my hobby,” Vera said.

Everyone turned to Dubrey, who was simultaneously scanning her memory and swiping through the pictures on her phone. It didn’t take long before she said, “Figurines. You make little elves with exaggerated expressions. Your walls are covered with tiny shelves displaying them, as is your daughter’s home.”

“There you have it,” Vera said.

“Have what?” Sutherland asked. She didn’t get it. But I did. Vera was a brilliant attorney.

“You really need me to connect the dots for you?” Vera teased.

“That’s why we’re here,” Sutherland said. “So you can educate us.”

Vera looked at Dubrey. “Detective, what are the figurines made from?”

“I don’t know. Comic books?”

“Not the designs. The material. What are they sculpted from.”

“Clay.”

Vera nodded but said nothing.

“The dots,” Sutherland said. “Please keep connecting them.”

“The day I killed Tanya wasn’t the first time I drugged the wine on date night. I did a dry run of sorts months earlier, just to make sure it worked. Couldn’t have anyone waking up in the middle of a strangulation, you know. So I tested the power of the pills by taking casts of Felix’s fists while he slept. Clay casts.

“I used those casts to make myself a set of prosthetic knuckles. Then I strangled my ungrateful daughter while wearing the prosthetics under her husband’s gloves.”











Chapter 65

Beyond Salvage




SUTHERLAND TOOK A MINUTE to recover from Vera’s brilliant retort. A whole minute. She put two fingers on each temple and stared at her desk. When she finally looked up, there was some spark in her eyes, but it wasn’t the same blaze that had been apparent a few minutes earlier.

“Why are you confessing?” the D.A. asked.

“Don’t you brag about your victories, Ms. Sutherland? I’m quite certain you do. Every politician does. Constantly.”

“That’s your answer? You feel compelled to brag?”

“Don’t go pretending to be surprised. I bet half your convictions come from the loose lips of braggarts. People who can’t resist telling you how clever they were.”

“Perhaps. But those are mistakes. Slips of the tongue made with the expectation that they’d never be repeated, or on the spur of the moment without thinking things through. You, by contrast, have clearly given this confession considerable thought, despite the consequences.”

“And what consequences are those?”

Sutherland said nothing.

“You can’t touch me. Not in Russia.”

Again, Sutherland studied her desk. “Maybe I can, maybe I can’t. Why risk it?”

“This little old Russian attorney just beat American law enforcement all by her little old self. You and your chief of police had no clue what I did, or how, or why.

“I should be asking you to buy my story, so I don’t sell it to the press. Catch and kill they call that. Might give you a shot at reelection. But I won’t force you to do that. I’ll make you a deal instead. You dismiss the charges against my son-in-law, with prejudice, and I’ll zip it.”

I looked over at Kent. He was doing his best to keep a gigantic smile under control but failing. I took that as a good sign.

Sutherland said nothing.

“I graduated from Moscow State University,” Vera added. “I’ll make sure they include my pedigree in the article. By the way, where did you study law, Ms. Sutherland?”

The D.A. gave Dubrey a look that asked a question. The detective shook her head. She had nothing else for the Russian.

Sutherland said, “Thank you for your time, Mrs. Antonova,” and ended the meeting.

We all sat in silence, waiting for the D.A. to process Vera’s preposterous yet powerful revelations. Sutherland was clearly struggling to salvage her case, my conviction. The fact that she didn’t immediately throw in the towel and apologize for having me arrested sent my stomach spinning.

I looked at Kent. His face had reasserted a serious expression. Was there some technicality that could void Vera’s confession?

As I pondered the possibilities, it struck me that regardless of what we’d just heard, my means, motive, and opportunity remained compelling. Could Sutherland present them with enough fever and fury to jam them past a jury despite what we’d just heard? Could she convince all twelve members that Vera’s confession had been fiction? Or would she settle for half a loaf and close the case without a conviction?

Again, I looked at Kent. He remained stone faced. Was he showing Sutherland respect by giving her space, or was he harboring hidden doubt?

Eventually, Sutherland turned to me. She cleared her throat and said the sweetest words I’d ever heard. “Mr. Sparks, you’re free to go.”

As my stomach relaxed and my chest flooded with the warm glow of relief, I couldn’t help but wonder if this was truly the end of my legal woes. I’d heard Vera’s words, and I understood the district attorney’s predicament, but after so many disappointing twists I was wary. After Wang and Yao and Zykin, after shaving my head, being buried alive, and battling two sumos, had I really just gotten my life back thanks to one call with grandma?

Kent chose that moment to step in and make it clear that he didn’t share my apprehension. “I trust you’ll be dismissing the charges with prejudice?” he asked, meaning that they could not be reinstated.

“Don’t push it,” Sutherland said.

Kent did. He said, “Think of the two young girls. They lost their mother and their grandmother and they’ve been separated from their father. What they need now is familiarity and stability. Let’s not keep them waiting. They’ve already suffered enough stress to keep them in counseling for years.”

Sutherland said, “Give me a week to think it over. Meanwhile, Felix is free to go home.”

Kent said, “What’s there to think about? You’ve solved the case and effectively sentenced the perpetrator to Siberia, all at minimal taxpayer expense. Claim victory and move on. ”

Sutherland said, “Do you want your client to spend that week at home or in detention?”

Kent said, “Go ahead and take a week.”











Chapter 66

Things Unsaid




KENT AND I hit the best steakhouse in town for lunch. We ordered them thick and rare with loaded potatoes, Caesar salads, and a bottle of Cabernet that cost almost as much as my attorney earned in an hour.

Because of the weekend and Vera’s request for time to prepare, it had taken three days to get the Zoom confession arranged. During those seventy-two hours, I’d eaten more bologna and mass-produced white bread than during the rest of my life combined. Now the thick piece of medium rare red meat cut by a heavy knife and held up by a silver fork struck me as the epitome of freedom. Delicious freedom.

I looked over at Kent, who was enjoying his steak even without the spiritual experience. “That was a million-dollar idea,” I said. “You literally saved my life with a single thought. My children’s too. If the Vera scenario hadn’t popped into your head…”

Kent swallowed and smiled. “Makes up for a lot of the shady shit I have to do. You’re not the only one who’ll be sleeping better tonight.”

“Vera was amazing,” I said.

Kent set down his knife. “How much of that did you feed her?”

“Almost none of it.”

My attorney shook his head. “She must have been a hell of a lawyer in her day.”

“I guess. I didn’t know her back then. She gave it up to move here and help us with the girls.”

“What happened to Tanya’s father?”

“He died when she was just four years old.”

“Cancer?”

“Accident. He got drunk and fell from their balcony. Not an uncommon occurrence in Russia. He’d been a law professor at Moscow State University.”

Kent raised his wine. “Here’s to Moscow State University.”

Once we’d savored the last bites of our meat and drained the bottle, Kent asked. “What now? You going to risk flying to Moscow to get the girls, seeing as Vera can’t bring them back?”

“No. The way my luck’s been going, Putin would surely have me arrested for spying. But I’ll think of something.”

“How do you even get to Russia these days, with the war and all? Isn’t air travel restricted?” As Kent spoke, the table vibrated from a text alert.

“You have to connect through the Middle East or Asia,” I said, glancing toward my phone. “Most non-Western airlines still fly to Moscow.”

“Go ahead and check,” Kent said, motioning toward my cell.

“Normally I wouldn’t, but…”

“These aren’t normal times.”

The alert was from Google. My pulse quickened as the news headline registered. “Rival Real Estate Developers Killed in Deadly Shootout.”

“Wang?” Kent asked.

“And Yao,” I said. “Three Rivers Holdings CEO Yao Yan, the son-in-law of Beijing Mayor Yao Tao, and GreenRoof Holdings CEO Wang Wei, the son of Tianjin Mayor Wang Qiang, both died from wounds inflicted at the Crystal Dragon casino in Baoding.

“According to a casino employee, the CEOs were meeting in a private room when gunfire erupted, killing both executives and their four bodyguards. As there were no survivors and the security cameras had been switched off at the occupants’ request, police are relying on forensic evidence to determine the chain of events. As to possible motives, sources point to a longstanding business and personal rivalry.”

I paused there to let the story sink in.

“That’s good news, right?” Kent said. “Wang and Yao are worries no more.”

“I suppose that’s correct.”

“You don’t seem pleased? One of them locked you in an armoire, the other in a coffin. Both are rapists. If I’m you, I’m dancing on the table right now.”

“I’m up there with you in theory. In practice, I’m ambivalent. I recently looked into the eyes of all six of those guys. It feels weird knowing they’ve been extinguished. Each was so vibrant. But you’re right. End of the day, their deaths take a load of worry off my back.”

“And off the back of your flight attendant friend. I’m sure she’s breathing easier. That was a good thing you did. Her life is forever changed for the better, thanks to you.”

“Kind of you to say.”

Kent raised his glass. “Here’s to the end of your worries!”

“Couldn’t have done it without you,” I said, before downing the last sip.

“I’ll leave you in peace to reflect on your good deed and your good fortune. Speaking of which, I’ve got to get back to the office and raise my rates. Once word of your release gets out, I’ll be swamped with calls from murdering spouses.”

I drove home on roads I’d traveled a thousand times but had never enjoyed like I did then. On the one hand, you couldn’t pay me enough to go through either the Wang or the Sutherland prison experiences again. On the other hand, in a way I found myself oddly grateful for them both. Those two weeks of hell would make the next twenty years of my life seem much sweeter.

Walking through my front door, I felt the rush of a conquering hero. The feeling didn’t last. Tanya wasn’t there, and she never would be. I wondered if our home would ever bring me joy again.

Once it got late enough in California to be morning in Moscow, I called Vera and the girls. Kent had advised me to be careful speaking with her before he had the dismissal with prejudice in hand, so I stepped into the backyard and used a fresh burner phone. Grandma answered despite the early hour and strange number.

“Felix?”

“Hello, Vera.”

“How did I do?”

“You were marvelous! Absolutely fantastic. You literally saved my life. You really sold it. I had no idea you were such a splendid attorney.”

“We may have spent a lot of time together, but we never really got to know each other.”

That was true. I’d always been so busy, and she’d been there to fill the gaps that neither Tanya nor I could address. Plus, there was her whole aversion to social situations. “You’re right. I regret that now.”

“Well, too late.”

“Yes. I’m afraid it is. In any case, I will always be grateful for your sacrifice, as will the girls when they’re old enough to handle the truth.”

Vera said nothing.

I wasn’t sure how to broach the subject of getting Kira and Eva on a plane without making it feel like a wham bam thank you ma’am situation. She’d just lost her daughter and given up her adopted country for me. Now I’d be asking her to part with her granddaughters as well.

We sat in silence for a few seconds until Vera said, “I suppose you’re calling to arrange for the girls’ travel back to California.”

“I do miss them more than I can say.”

“I understand. There’s just that one thing we talked about that I need you to take care of first.”

“Sorry, I’m a little drunk and a lot overwhelmed. What one thing?”

“You promised to take care of me.”

“Oh that, yes. I—”

“I know we didn’t agree on terms,” Vera continued. “The cost is two million dollars.”











Chapter 67

Explanation




FIRST, I’d woken up next to my wife’s strangled body. Then I’d woken up in a coffin.  Now I was waking up to extortion. I wasn’t sure which produced the greatest shock. As with the other two, it took a second to confirm that I wasn’t dreaming.

“Vera, I’m sorry, it sounds like you implied you were going to keep my daughters in Russia until I pay you two million dollars.”

“That’s right.”

The old lady’s words transported me back inside the coffin, except this time the walls were closing in. Could this really be happening? Had Grandma kidnapped the kids? “Vera, I’m happy to take care of you for the rest of your life, but I don’t have that kind of money. I don’t have a tenth of that sum. I work for the government.”

“The only reason you’ll be working at all, rather than rotting away in a prison cell, is because of me.”

I took a deep breath. “That’s a very good point. Look, my plan was to lease out your apartment and have the rent money go straight to you. I haven’t had time to look into it, but that’s probably two, maybe even three thousand dollars a month. That goes a long way in Moscow.”

“I’m going to stick with the two million upfront, Felix.”

“I don’t have two million, Vera.”

“Don’t worry. Once everything’s concluded, I’ll have a nice bonus for you.”

“Vera, come on. This is silly. You’re not going to keep Kira and Eva. You’ll go crazy. They’ll go crazy.”

“You’re right, Felix. I’m not going to keep them. I’m growing weary of the constant demands. Did I ever tell you how I met Yuri?”

What did she mean she wasn’t going to keep them? Was she simply cracking under the strain? Why was she bringing up Yuri? “Yuri as in Tanya’s father? He was your law professor, right?”

“He was. In the Soviet Union, a person’s job dictated everything. Important people got the best of everything. The best apartments, the best vacations, even the best food. My parents were not important people. I only got into the great Moscow State University because I was a truly exceptional student, and I was beautiful.

“When the exalted Law Professor Yuri Antonov fell for me, I recognized the opportunity to change my whole life. All I had to do was catch and keep him. I caught him the way young women always do. I kept him by killing his first wife.”

“What!” I blurted.

“I learned her habits from Yuri. Then, one day, when he had me over for an afternoon romp, I made a few adjustments so she’d be electrocuted in the bathtub.

“Then I got pregnant, so we had to get married. After that, life was great until Yuri’s eyes wandered to another of his students. Once their relationship became a threat, I got him drunk, had him fix my hanging planter, and used a broom to sweep him off our balcony. He fell sixteen stories and landed on his head.

“You still there, Felix?”

I was. Barely. “Are you telling me that what you told Sutherland was true?”

“No, Felix. That’s not what I’m saying. I’m telling you that you’re not going to see your daughters until I see two million dollars. I suggest you make that happen quickly, because I’m not the most patient person in the world, and after two-and-a-half weeks of round-the-clock parenting, I’m about out of patience.”

When I was a kid, I stepped on a wasp’s nest. I was walking through the woods on a warm, sunny day when I suddenly found myself under attack from every direction. I went from experiencing a simple joy to enduring an inexplicable terror in the span of a second. I felt that way now. A barrage of thoughts was suddenly stinging me, and one of them was right there on my nose. “You expected me to be arrested! You planned this so you’d be left with everything! The house. The money. The kids. And everyone’s sympathy.”

She said nothing.

“Vera, I, I don’t understand. How can you do this?”

“You’re such an idiot, Felix. You and everyone like you. Everyone who hasn’t evolved. This isn’t me doing something. This is me not doing anything for a change.”

“Not doing anything? Evolved? What are you talking about?”

“You had all that special antiterrorist training and decades of clues, and you still don’t get it.”

“Get what?”

“My face wasn’t paralyzed by polio. Some of my classmates, yes, that happened to them, but not to me. I don’t react like unevolved people because I don’t feel like unevolved people.”

“You never had polio?”

Vera brushed aside my question as if it were a bug on her windshield, an insignificant intrusion that distracted from the big picture. “Humans are constantly evolving. It’s slow, of course, but we’re improving generation after generation through trial and error.

“In any trial-and-error system, by definition, some specimens will be more evolved than others. The winners are the ones with the mutation that proves superior when it comes to survival.”

I was pinching myself while listening to my mother-in-law because this had to be a dream.

“Humans have only been playing the evolution game for a couple of hundred thousand years. Six million if you count our progenitors. On the other hand, alligators essentially stopped evolving tens of millions of years ago. Sharks reached perfection hundreds of millions of years ago.

“While sharks and alligators don’t appear to have a lot in common besides their smiles, the defining psychological trait they share gives a good indication as to where humans will end up, once we evolve to perfection.”

Vera paused there, as if waiting for me to catch on.

I didn’t. I had to struggle even to start processing. “I’m not familiar with the term unevolved people.”

“No, folks like you aren’t. That’s because the majority always gives the minority a demeaning name, so they can feel better about themselves.”

“What demeaning name? What do people like me call people like you, Vera?”

“A very impolite, discriminatory word. One that forces us to disguise our evolved status, rather than flaunt it.”

I tried putting it all together, but it seemed such a mishmash, starting with the polio, or lack thereof. For sixteen years I’d heard my mother-in-law tell everyone she met about the condition that explained her alienating lack of expression. Now she was telling me that was a lie?

How did that lie tie into human evolution and cold-blooded perfection? Was she insane? Was that what Vera was telling me? No, that clearly wasn’t it. She had always been consistent and logical. Today she’d been brilliant. She was just odd. Unexpressive. Unfeeling.

The answer hit me like a needle in the nose. Sharp, poignant, painful, and obvious. “Are you … are you telling me you’re a psychopath?”

“No, I’m telling you that you’re not going to see your daughters until I see two million dollars. Now, I’m going to destroy this phone, and then the girls and I are going to disappear. I will call you in two weeks. Have my money ready.”











Chapter 68

Missed Clues




I THOUGHT MY HEART was going to stop as I looked down at the phone that was now dark in my hand. For a second, I considered calling an ambulance to preemptively report a heart attack. Surely my ticker was experiencing more than it was designed to take.

I dialed Kent’s number instead, but immediately canceled the call. One of us needed to get enough sleep to be sharp tomorrow, and given Vera’s big reveal it clearly wasn’t going to be me.

On a whim, I tried Detective Dubrey.

She answered despite the late hour. “Calling to gloat?”

“I need your help.”

“Not anymore you don’t. In fact, Felix, it’s become clear to me that you never did. I should have seen it coming. Some detective I am. The clue was right there in your profile. Author of the Goofy Girls children’s books. You’re a creative storyteller, Felix, and today you published a prize winner. Congratulations, you got away with murder. You beat me and the D.A. I’d say fair and square but we both know it was neither. Knuckle casts! That was genius.”

“Vera Antonova is the genius. She may have misdirected you for a few days, but she fooled me for sixteen years. She’s a psychopath.”

“Stop it, Felix. You won. And by the way, your lawyer will have a fit if he learns you called me in what can only be described as an attempt to snatch defeat from the jaws of victory. I should be egging you on, but it’s late and I’m tired and I’ve been so poisoned by this case that I want nothing more to do with it.”

“She kidnapped my children.”

“Come on, Felix. Enough. I’m hanging up now.”

“Vera also killed her husband. Tanya’s father. She just confessed to that on a call.”

Dubrey did not hang up, so I pressed on. “Did you notice the lack of expression on her face? She was very self-conscious about that peculiarity. When she met someone, she’d usually explain that a case of childhood polio had made her facial muscles unresponsive.”

Dubrey still said nothing.

“It was all a lie.”

“No, Felix. My grandmother’s best friend suffered from the same condition. It’s real. Vera’s generation grew up before poliomyelitis was eradicated, and it is a paralyzing condition. That’s why so many people ended up in iron lungs. Their diaphragms got paralyzed. Those who only suffered facial paralysis were the lucky ones.”

“I know that. What I’m telling you is Vera just revealed that she never had polio. She admitted that right after confessing to two prior murders. She killed her husband’s first wife by electrocuting her in the bathtub. Then she killed her husband by getting him drunk and pushing him off their balcony. Vera’s a psychopath, and she has my daughters. She’s demanding two million dollars for their return from Russia.”

“No!”

“Yeah.”

Dubrey spent a few beats digesting the shocking revelation and its dire implications before responding. “Are you telling me this has all been about money? That a mother killed her daughter, framed her son-in-law for murder, and then kidnapped her granddaughters for financial gain?”

“I’m still processing the news myself. Vera and I just got off the phone. But I don’t think she was motivated by greed, per se. Vera confessed to three murders with the indifference of a news reporter. Her tone made me realize that she was driven by logic rather than emotion.”

“What kind of logic leads a mother to kill her daughter?”

“That’s exactly the wrong question,” I said, eager to explore my nascent theory. “That’s the question that kept us from considering Vera in the first place. Well, that and those brilliant knuckle casts.”

“So what’s the right question?” Dubrey asked.

I sucked in a long, nervous breath. “What leads a psychopath to kill someone.”

Dubrey chuffed. “And what’s the answer?”

“Lifestyle.”

“Lifestyle?”

“Like everyone else, psychopaths want a comfortable life. The difference is they’re not constrained by empathy. They aren’t deliberately cruel, they just don’t care. They’ll thieve or kill with the indifference of a shark snacking on her fellow fish.”

“That feels like a stretch,” Dubrey said. “Even without empathy, murder is a big step.”

“Two million dollars is a big payout. It sets Vera up for life. And it fits a pattern.”

“What pattern?”

“Vera killed her husband’s first wife to attain an affluent lifestyle. Then, when her position was threatened by another woman, she killed her husband to maintain that lifestyle as his widow. Now, she’s killed Tanya to regain the upper class lifestyle she lost when we moved her out of our home.”

“Surely she’d have said something before resorting to murder,” Dubrey said, still sounding skeptical.

“Maybe she did. Tanya and I weren’t doing a good job of communicating about sensitive stuff. But we also need to keep in mind that Vera is no more emotional than an alligator. If you ignore conventional motherly love, then Vera’s just another murdering thief. She saw an opportunity to set herself up for the rest of her life and she went for it without thinking twice about the collateral damage.”

“But then you escaped her trap,” Dubrey said, coming around. “So now she’s setting herself up in Moscow rather than Pleasanton.”

“For all I know, that was her plan all along. With Tanya dead and me in jail, she’d have gained control of all our assets. With my power of attorney, she could have sold the condo and the house and then moved to Moscow without my knowing.”

“What about the kids?”

“Abandoned. Surely you’ve seen that a hundred times with the children of drug addicts.”

Dubrey said nothing for a while. What could she say? As Elton John sang, it was a sad sad situation getting more and more absurd.

We sat in silence until she asked, “I don’t suppose you have two million in the bank?”

“I barely have twenty thousand.”

“What’s she going to do if you don’t pay?”

“Vera knows there’s no chance of that. She knows I’ll sell the house and rob a bank if I have to. I think she confessed to killing her husband and his first wife so I’d understand that she operates with the emotions of sharks and alligators, which, by the way, she considers to be evolved to perfection.”

“Sixteen years together and you never picked up on her psychopathic mindset?” Dubrey asked, struggling again.

“Everyone picked up on her apparent lack of emotion. That’s why she always repeated the polio story. As for the rest, well, she behaved like any carnivore towards its keeper.”

“Hiding her teeth so long as she was happy,” Dubrey said, continuing my chain of thought. “Then her daughter kicked her out of your ‘mansion’ once her full-time services were no longer required. Vera complained about it when I visited her place. I missed that clue. I never suspected her. Not for a second. She did give me the polio story, by the way.”

I said nothing.

Dubrey continued in a softer tone. “The knuckle casts were brilliant.”

“Yes, they were.”

“You really think she’d harm your kids?”

“I really think she doesn’t care what happens to them. Full stop. None of this is about her being intentionally cruel or vindictive. Those terms don’t apply to Vera any more than to an alligator. She doesn’t feel. She’s simply doing what it takes to regain the life she wants, without the least concern for anyone else.”

“She’s a psychopath,” Dubrey confirmed, coming full circle. “She thought you’d go to prison and she’d inherit everything.”

“Yup.”

“And ninety-nine times out of a hundred it would have worked. If you hadn’t seen the bruises and hung up on 911, or you hadn’t run, or gone to China…”

We sat in silence and dwelled on what could have been until I finally asked, “So what do I do?”

“I’ll tell you what you don’t do because it’s what you can’t do and that’s get the girls back via a legal or diplomatic channel. I looked into U.S.-Russian relations when investigating that cybercriminal. There are no healthy diplomatic channels to speak of. We’ve all seen that play out with Russia’s unlawful detention of high-profile Americans.

“Since the girls are presumably living in a Russian apartment rather than confined in a Russian prison, I suppose you could hire commandos and charter a jet. That wouldn’t be cheap, but it would cost less than two million bucks. Unless you get scammed. I don’t suppose you know any Russian mercenaries?”

“No, I don’t. But that wouldn’t work anyway. She’s gone into hiding. There are a million dachas you can rent for cash in the Moscow suburbs alone. Given Russia’s size, I’d never find them.”

Our call ended with Dubrey attempting to reassure me. “You’re a smart guy, Felix. I’m sure you’ll figure something out.” Although I’d heard that encouraging farewell on more than one occasion lately, this time was different. As luck would have it, the detective’s optimistic prediction was immediately validated. No sooner had she hung up the phone than I was calling her back with a crazy idea.











Chapter 69

Precision




BEATS DUBREY looked over at her partner before opening the car door.

“You nervous?” Zsa Zsa asked.

“Honestly, yes.”

“I would be too. I mean, I am. A little bit. I can only imagine the thoughts churning through your mind.”

“It’s more the images than the thoughts,” Beats said, picturing the bloody shipping container smeared with Fredo Babu’s mauled remains.

“I hear you.”

“Did you read the report?”

Zsa Zsa cringed. “No. I closed the folder after seeing the first photo.”

“Smart move. A passerby heard it happening and dialed 911, but he sounded intoxicated and his description was vague so the call didn’t get prioritized. The dispatcher probably figured “screams from shipping container behind warehouse” was a homeless addict going through withdrawal, not a man being mauled by ravenous dogs. When Oakland PD finally got there, the responding officer found the container padlocked. He had to call the fire department.”

“Glad I wasn’t the one opening that door.”

As Zsa Zsa said those words, the partners looked toward the house of the man who’d likely ordered Babu’s horrendous execution. The house they’d soon be entering.

Beats had been warned off. First directly with words. Then indirectly with actions. Now she was back. She knew this was foolish. If Babu had survived his encounter with Vitaly Meski, there was no way he’d be going anywhere near the man again. Why wasn’t she learning from Babu’s fatal mistake?

“You sure you want to do this?” Zsa Zsa asked, as if reading her mind.

Beats searched her phone until she found the picture Felix Sparks had texted. It showed his daughters hugging each other while staring at the camera wearing huge smiles. She studied it for a moment, then showed the photo to her partner. “I’m sure. Let’s do it.”

The two detectives spotted the video doorbell at the same time. They shot each other knowing looks before giving the door a pounding.

Meski was quick to answer. “Detective Dubrey. What a surprise. I thought our business was concluded.”

“This is my partner, Detective Tjahjadi. There’s just one little bit of business left. May we come in?”

“Is he also in need of an economics lesson?” Meski said with a smirk. Some guys just couldn’t help themselves.

“We have a question for you,” Zsa Zsa said. “One we think you’re going to like, but one best discussed in private. We figured you’d prefer your office to ours.”

Meski stepped aside. “I can’t promise to talk, but I’ll listen if you keep things cordial.”

Cordial was the last thing Beats associated with a Meski interaction, but exactly what she wanted. And, as it happened, exactly how she planned to play it. Eventually.

As they took seats around his kitchen table, Beats said, “Alexa, who is Evgeniy Bogachev?”

“Evgeniy Bogachev is a Russian hacker wanted by the FBI. There’s a $3 million bounty on his head.”

Meski threw Beats an inquisitive look. She ignored it.

“Alexa, who is Vitaly Meski?”

“Hmm. I’m afraid I don’t know that one.”

Meski nodded. He said nothing, but she’d struck a sore spot. He had a lot to lose, and that loss could happen in a flash. A news flash.

Satisfied that her stick had scored, Beats gave the Russian a glimpse of her carrot. “When you answered the door, you said you thought our business was concluded.”

“That’s right. I did,” Meski said, leaning forward. “I thought we’d reached an understanding. But now your partner’s here. Is Detective Tjahjadi also hoping to consult with the Russian Chamber of Commerce?”

“Do you think that’s possible?” Zsa Zsa asked.

Meski smiled. “Well, I can’t speak for them, but I can put in a good word.” Turning to Beats, he added, “I trust you still have the email I gave you?”

“I do.”

“Well, that was quick. And cordial.” Meski slapped the table and rose from his chair.

“There’s just one more thing,” Beats said, shooting a look that caused Meski to plop back down. “Now that we’re all friends, we have a favor to ask.”

Meski raised his thick, black brows as his eyes transitioned from sunny to stormy.

“We need the precise location of a cell phone.”

The Russian canted his head. “I’m quite certain you have access to that information. Unless… Of course. You need it for personal reasons. I’m intrigued, but I won’t ask. What’s the number?”

Beats read off the ten digits beginning with the local 925 area code.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ll need to ask you to wait in your car while I see what I can do. Shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”

“Of course,” Beats said.

It did take more than a few minutes. A lot more. They’d anticipated as much and had brought reading material, both for its intrinsic value and for use as a prop. Zsa Zsa had gone with Machiavelli’s The Prince, whereas Beats selected a nonfiction book on cyberweapons titled This Is How They Tell Me The World Ends.

Both detectives closed their reads, covers up, when Meski knocked on Beats’ window. He scanned the titles as she lowered the glass.

The Russian smiled as he handed her a slip of paper which contained a Moscow address written in two languages. “Well played, Detective.”

Beats typed the address into Google Maps. “This is for a large apartment building.”

“That’s how Muscovites live.”

“I understand, but you didn’t supply an apartment number. I need an apartment number.”

“GPS doesn’t work that way. It’s two-dimensional.”

“Vitaly, if all I needed was an ordinary result, I wouldn’t have come to you. A man with your talents, resources, and connections can surely supply an extraordinary result.”

Meski pursed his lips. “I do this, and we’re done?”

“You’ll never hear from me again.”

“This could take a while.”

“Then you should invite us in to wait and make tea.  That’s what friends do.”











Chapter 70

Russian Rumbles




I KNEW I’d eventually get lucky. The laws of probability practically demanded it. After a long string of major losses, the big coin finally flipped tits. It wasn’t even a fifty-fifty toss. Russia required an entry visa for two-thirds of all nationalities, but fortunately for me, Hong Kong passport holders weren’t among them.

This wasn’t to say that I was carefree as I approached Russian passport control disguised as Alfred Winthrop. Entering a foreign country under a false passport was a criminal offense. Still, I was much less nervous than I would have been presenting myself as myself, given that a rush visa application would have alerted the Putin administration that a prime potential hostage was about to present himself gift wrapped.

The immigration officer studied my face and then the form declaring the purpose of my trip and local address. “How long will you be staying?”

“I plan to fly home tomorrow.”

“You have a return ticket?”

“I do.”

The kerchunk of a passport stamp never sounded so sweet. “Welcome to Russia.”

I only had a backpack for luggage, but a customs officer made me run it through his scanner. It didn’t contain anything that looked like a brick of bills or stash of drugs, so I was waved on.

I took the Aeroexpress train from Vnukovo Airport to the city center. Emerging from Kievskaya Train Station amidst a swarm of fellow travelers, I found it surrounded by bustling kiosks. Moscow had modernized far more than most cities, but the familiar hustle hadn’t changed.

I wandered a bit to confirm that I hadn’t been followed, then ducked into a shop that exchanged currency at a good rate. After converting the 200 dollars I had pre-separated from my stack, I entered another kiosk to buy a metro card and two local prepaid burner phones.

A gang of five surrounded me as I emerged with my purchases. They did it subtly. If I weren’t in the antiterrorism business, I might not have tagged them in a window reflection. They weren’t pipe-banging thugs. These guys  were thieves, and I knew their racket.

Their front man happened to be a young large breasted woman wearing red lingerie. As she opened her coat to show me a collection of antique lacquer boxes on her right side and then an assortment of caviar containers on her left, two associates pretending to be interested fellow shoppers pressed in on my sides, blocking my view and further confounding my senses while a pair of pickpockets went to work on my backpack.

The problem with secretly slipping your hand into someone’s pocket, be it on their pants or their pack, is that you have to contort your joints to get the angles just right and give the action your full focus. This leaves you vulnerable, especially when your target is trained to go from zero to one hundred in the blink of an eye, and he’s practiced just about every takedown maneuver known to man.

I considered momentarily leaning forward as if to inspect the merchandise, setting myself up to rocket backwards with elbow swings aimed at the side guys’ noses. While this would force the pickpockets back on their heels and leave them unprotected, it would also attract attention and leave me facing the wrong direction. Both were suboptimal. I had to get out of this not just with my body unscathed and my belongings intact, but also free of any legal blowback.

I chose a more covert direct attack instead. I burst into a 180-degree counterclockwise pivot while dropping to my right knee. This spun my backpack out of reach and put four prime targets in my sights while making my assault much less visible.

By the time my knee hit the ground, my right fist was delivering the first blow in a four-punch combination. It blasted hard into the solar plexus of the pickpocket to my left. I put my shoulders into it and probably bruised his spine from the inside. The thief on the right got the same treatment a split-second later from my left fist, causing him to bonk heads with the first guy as he too buckled forward in breathless agony.

The third blow from this rapid-fire combination targeted the blocker now on my left. It continued the scything rhythm powered by my hips, back, and shoulders. It was a right uppercut furious enough to pancake the thief’s baby makers and keep him out of commission for hours. The fourth guy, the other blocker, got the worst deal of all. I launched his uppercut from my legs as I blasted to my feet. He’d be singing soprano for a week while contemplating the errors of his ways. When you grab for a tiger’s tail, sometimes you get the teeth.

As that last man fell, I converted my upward momentum into forward motion and made a move for the metro amidst the throng of other shoppers anxious to avoid the commotion. Two minutes after big-breasts opened her coat, I watched the Ring Road Metro car’s door close behind me. Welcome to Moscow.

I rode past my stop to the October station, then doubled back to Culture Park for security reasons, checking my bag as I rode. Although the mission critical stuff was all in my money belt, I was relieved to find my entire pack intact.

After exiting at the Culture Park station, I walked fifteen minutes to the cash-only flat I’d reserved on a Russian equivalent to Airbnb. The elderly doorwoman, who appeared to double as a cleaning lady, had been wedged into a closet alongside a laptop and a tea kettle. While far from fancy, her setup was perfectly functional. She was expecting me and I was soon in my room. A room I’d been very fortunate to find.

The fourth-floor balcony of the apartment where Kira’s burner phone was located—according to Vitaly Meski’s colleagues—was just thirty diagonal yards across the courtyard from the fifth-floor window of my rented room. I whipped out my binoculars for an initial inspection, hoping to spot confirming evidence, be it one of the girls, Vera, or a familiar object they’d packed.

My stomach constricted with worry when nothing caught my attention. I checked the surrounding balconies and windows, in case my count was off, but they also disappointed. Had Meski lied? Had Vera moved? Was this trip a waste of precious time, time better spent trying to rustle up $2 million for a ransom payment?

I set the binoculars aside and got the Russian burner phones charging. Then, still planning for success, I went to work preparing the other ingredient of our escape.











Chapter 71

Playtime




PERCHED IN MY OBSERVATION POST while awash in a stormy sea of emotions, I kept the binoculars to my eyes as I considered a frontal assault on Vera’s hideaway. The enraged defender of justice in me wanted nothing more than to march over and storm the place.

Meski had supplied me with the three-bedroom apartment’s floorplan, so I wouldn’t be going in blind. I could cover the peephole with clear tape so my image would be blurred, or I could pay a kid to knock. When Vera answered, I’d disable her and take my girls straight to the airport.

But that tactic opened the door on a lot of unknowns. What would I do if another adult answered? Disable them as well? Suppose the girls weren’t there? Or a neighbor called the police?

Another sad but serious consideration was that I didn’t know my kids’ mental state. If Vera had been working to turn the girls against me—a feat I’d learned was remarkably easy during high-stress situations—then I might find them hysterical. In that case, any act of aggression I made could exacerbate their confusion and sabotage our getaway. For the rescue to work, the girls had to be cooperative, especially at the airport.

I had only one shot at getting them home. If I screwed up at any point before our airplane left the runway, the girls would lose. As much as I wanted to take immediate, decisive action, I abandoned the frontal assault idea in favor of an enhanced surveillance operation.

After switching back into my bald-head and baggy-black-sweats disguise, I walked the courtyard, listened outside their door, and studied their windows from both the courtyard and street sides. After a few fruitless hours characterized by second guesses and frustration, I scored during the evening rush.

Vera and the girls walked through the archway from the main street while I was pretending to read a newspaper on a courtyard bench. It took all my willpower to restrain from running over and scooping them up in my arms. Instead, I forced myself to study the trio from afar.

All three looked perfectly normal, except that Kira’s nose wasn’t buried in a smartphone. She and Vera were each carrying a grocery bag.

If I approached them or otherwise allowed Vera to spot me, I figured she’d make two moves in rapid succession. First, she’d call the police and report that U.S. Intelligence Agent Felix Sparks was on a covert mission in Moscow. Perhaps making use of her legal credentials. That would likely prime the facial recognition programs at the airports. Then, Vera would move the kids to another location, perhaps leaving behind Puff and everything else the girls had brought with them.

I waited for the trio to enter the building, then followed. I listened for them to board the elevator. The second its doors closed, I sprinted to the fourth floor, paused in the stairwell, and confirmed the precision of Meski’s information. They were indeed staying in the apartment he’d indicated. The one I’d been watching.

Elated and relieved, I ran back to my room and resumed surveillance from the window while plotting my next move. Now that I’d confirmed the girls’ location, a midnight incursion seemed sensible, particularly if I could confirm which room was Kira’s.

A drainpipe I’d spotted on Google’s map looked like it would give me easy access to their balcony, and I’d packed accordingly. My sweats were black and my shoes had tacky soles. Climbing should be quick and quiet enough that I doubted I’d be spotted, particularly in the wee hours.

No sooner had I made that plan than everything changed. Vera and Eva exited the building. As they walked toward the courtyard’s center, a similar couple emerged from a different doorway. The grandmas met at a bench, while the girls attacked the play structure.

I responded without delay. I put my wig in my pocket, grabbed the travel-sized liquid container I’d prepared earlier, and ran downstairs.











Chapter 72

Big Ask




I MADE IT into the girls’ building and upstairs to their apartment without attracting attention. I wanted to calm myself and prepare a speech, but I couldn’t spare the time. I had no idea how long Vera would remain in the courtyard. It might be ten minutes, or it might be thirty, but I doubted that it would be much longer. Not at dinnertime.

I gave the door a friendly, rhythmic knocking, then quickly slipped on my wig.

Nothing happened.

I knocked louder, adding “Kira! Open up!”

Still nothing.

Was she wearing headphones? In the shower? I didn’t want to attract attention by making too much noise, but I also hated to miss this opportunity.

As my panic grew, the door opened with a loud squeak, and Kira met my eye. She smiled. I smiled. We hugged like I hadn’t been hugged in a long time. “Dad! What are you doing here? Is Mom here? Are we going home?”

Normal questions! Normal reactions! I shot a grateful glance toward the heavens as I stepped inside and shut the door behind me. “Mom couldn’t come, but we are going home.”

“Good. I miss my friends. And my room. And Trader Joe’s peanut butter cups.”

I was anxious to push things along, but Kira was coming from such a different headspace that I didn’t want to shock her by plunging her straight into the deep end of my world.

“Your hair looks funny,” Kira said, while I searched for the right words.

“I know. Long story. Hold on a sec,” I said as an important idea struck. I ran to the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of vegetable oil from beside the stove, and returned to dribble some on the door hinges while we spoke.

“I tried calling you, but the phone you gave me doesn’t work here,” Kira said.

“I know, Sweetie. Sorry about that. Listen—”

“What’s going on? Did you and Mom get divorced? Is that what this is all about?”

“No, Sweetie, that’s not it. Mommy and Grandma had a fight. That’s why she’s not here. It’s also why I need your help.”

“Okay. Can we go out to eat? I’m getting sick of grandma’s cooking.”

“We’ll go out when we’re back home. Wherever you want. I’ll take you and Eva out every night for a week. But first we must get back to California. Do you know where your passports are?”

“No, but I’m sure Grandma does.”

I took both Kira’s hands. “Sweetie, I know this will sound crazy, but Grandma wants you to stay in Russia.”

“What?”

“Has she been acting funny?”

Kira shrugged. “Kinda. She took us off the grid for a mental health detox. No TV, no computers, no phones. I know that’s a parenting trend, but it sucks.”

“Right, well, I’m afraid Grandma had a bit of a breakdown. Now she wants to keep you here in Russia. So I need you and Eva to help me sneak you home.”

“But you’re our dad. She’s only a grandma. Can’t we just go? Why do we have to sneak?”

“Because she’s Russian, and this is Russia. I shouldn’t even be here. It’s risky. I could end up in jail.”

“Jail!”

“You remember I’ve had to skip our annual Moscow trips for the past few years so Putin doesn’t arrest me for spying?”

“Oh, that. Yeah, I remember.”

“It’s a big deal. So I need to leave before Grandma learns I’m here. And I need you to help me with that.”

“Okay. You’re kinda freaking me out again. Like when you had that kid bring me the Puff phone. But okay.”

I returned the oil to the kitchen counter, then drew Kira toward the window so I could look out. The old lady bench was already empty. So was the playground. I moved my daughter toward the balcony door. “Here’s a new secret phone. One that works in Russia. Use redial to call me.”

“Call you when?”

“Call me after you find your passports. Just a quick, secret call. ‘Found them,’ will do.”

“Okay.”

“That’s really important.”

“I get it.”

“Be sneaky about it. But get it done.”

“Okay.”

I pulled the travel-sized liquid bottle from my pocket and handed it to Kira. “One more thing. Another big thing. Pour half of this into grandma’s tea when she’s not looking. It’s full of sleeping potion.”

“Sleeping potion?” Kira asked, skeptically.

“I dissolved a bunch of sleeping pills in water. Put half the bottle in grandma’s tea when she’s not looking. Call me when she’s asleep and you have the passports. Then I’ll come get you and we’ll go to the airport. I have us booked on a morning flight.”

As I spoke those words, I heard the front door open. Vera was back.

I pulled Kira out onto the balcony and moved to where we couldn’t be seen. “If you can get out for a walk, do that and call me. But prioritize finding the passports. We can’t go anywhere without those. I love you, Sweetie! Don’t say a word to Eva. I’ll explain everything when I pick you up.”

With that, I maneuvered over the railing, leaned out to reach the drainpipe, and leapt. Before sliding down, I added, “Crack open your bedroom window now. Later, if anything goes wrong, open it wide.”











Chapter 73

Midnight Maneuvers




KIRA WAS A SMART AND STABLE KID, but I’d hit her with a huge emotional punch and placed a big load on her back. Now I couldn’t help but think about all the things that could go wrong. She might freeze or freak out or break down. She might be clumsy when looking for the passports. She might get caught spiking Vera’s tea. Or Vera might pick up on the change in her energy, then put two and two together if Kira asked about the passports.

What would I do if the passports weren’t in the apartment? Or if they were locked in a safe? Going to the U.S. Embassy would solve only half the problem at best. We also needed their Russian passports since the girls entered the country using those. If Kira couldn’t find them, I’d have to force Vera to hand them over.

Sitting in my darkened room, I watched their windows with binoculars. I couldn’t see much through their sheer curtains. The lights started to go out at 10:30 and the apartment was dark by 11:15. Shortly after midnight, I caught glimpses of a flashlight moving about.

My phone rang at 12:12, which probably wasn’t coincidental. Kira liked symmetric numbers. “Yes, dear.”

“I can’t find them,” she whispered.

My heart sank. I’d figured before flying over that this was the weakest part of my grand plan. I’d hoped for a bit of luck. I felt due. “Did you get a chance to use the sleeping potion?”

“I did, but Grandma didn’t finish her tea.”

Another strike. “How much did she drink?”

“About half a cup. Maybe a bit less.”

“Did she act tired?”

“She went to bed like normal.”

That was far from ideal. It added risk to everything that was to come.

I considered postponing. I’d sprung for flexible tickets, and there were plenty of options. Since the Western airlines had stopped servicing Russia, Turkish Airways had up to six flights a day. But a delay would also add risk to the equation. Kira could slip up, or Vera might spot her spiking the tea next time.

“Keep looking. All night if required, just so long as Grandma doesn’t stir. Try pretending that you’re looking for hidden Christmas presents. Can you do that?”

“Sure, Dad.” She said the right words, but her enthusiasm seemed lagging.

No sooner had I wished that I could lift her spirts than my wish was granted in the form of an idea. “Are you in your room?”

“Yup.”

“Look out your window. I’m in the building to your left, one floor up.” I turned on a lamp and waved.

“I see you,” she said, sounding peppy again.

“I’ll be watching. Call me back whenever you want. Meanwhile, good luck hunting.”

Kira didn’t call back in the next hour or the hour after that. She’d clearly fallen asleep, probably after closing her eyes to think where else to look. At 4:00 a.m., I left my apartment to look in her window. At 4:04, my phone vibrated.

“Found them,” Kira whispered in excitement.

“All four? Russian and American?”

“Yes. They were in grandma’s room, in a suitcase inside a suitcase.”

“Good girl! Is Grandma still sleeping soundly?”

“She’s snoring.”

“Excellent. Are you still dressed?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Move the covers and pillows so it looks like you’re in bed. Leave Puff there and your stuff on the floor. Most importantly, put the passports in your pocket, then go get Eva dressed, very quietly. Tell her you have a big surprise for her, but she has to be super quiet. Do the same with her room, then double check that you have the passports and meet me by the elevator. You got that?”

“I got it.”

“If at any time you hear Grandma moving, call me back and we’ll make another plan.”

“Okay.”

“Exciting stuff, right? Have fun with it. This is your first real secret agent mission. I love you, Sweetie.”

“Love you too, Dad.”

I tossed everything in my backpack and headed for the door. Ten minutes later, Eva was in my arms.

“You got the passports?” I asked Kira as we stepped onto the sidewalk.

“Yes, Dad. All four. I wasn’t about to forget those.”

“Where are we going?” Eva asked.

“Home to see Mom,” Kira said.

My heart wrenched, but I said nothing. This wasn’t the place for that discussion.

I used an app to have a taxi meet us two blocks up the main street. It arrived the same time we did.

Shortly after we piled into the back seat, Eva said, “Dad, I didn’t think you were allowed to come to Moscow.”

I cringed as the driver checked the rearview mirror.

“It can be difficult, but I got special permission,” I lied. “What was your favorite thing on this trip?”

“I liked the circus,” Eva said.

“Me too,” Kira said.

“Which animal?” I asked, launching a discussion of cats versus dogs versus clowns that took us all the way to the airport. I caught the driver sending a few texts, but I didn’t see them or challenge him. I figured that if he was acting on Eva’s comment, any move by me could only make it worse.

We arrived at Vnukova an hour before Turkish Airways 6:30 a.m. flight departed. I figured we just might catch it, if they had room. Fortunately, that close to the flight there wasn’t a wait at the check-in counter.

“I’m sorry, Mister Winthrop, there are no economy seats left on this flight. We do still have three first-class seats available.”

Behind me, I heard Eva ask Kira, “Why’d she call Daddy Mister Winthrop?”

“What’s the surcharge for first class?” I asked.

“Let me see. Do you want the price in U.S. dollars?”

“Yes please.”

“Just one second. Twenty-two thousand nine hundred dollars.”

“That’s U.S.?”

“Yes.”

“And that’s after crediting our existing tickets?”

“Yes.”

Where was Wang when I needed him? Twenty-three thousand dollars to get us out of Moscow three-and-a-half hours faster. Plus the risk of giving the Turkish Airlines employee a credit card with a name that didn’t match my ticket. Still, Vera was an early riser and there was a lot more than money at stake. I handed the agent my Visa card. “We’ll take them.”

The agent did a good job of hiding her surprise. She also kept her thoughts under wraps a minute later when reporting, “I’m afraid your card’s been declined.”

My heart sank. “Does it say why?”

“No, just Declined. We get that a lot,” she added.

“I’m going to call my card company,” I said, stepping aside.

It took six infuriating minutes to get a person on the line and then a couple more to verify my identity before I was allowed to request that the Turkish Airways charge being placed in Moscow, Russia go through. But eventually I heard the magic phrase, “It should go through now. Have them try it again.”

I did.

“I’m sorry. It still says Declined.” The agent leaned forward and spoke softer. “It might be the amount this time, rather than the location. That happens.”

I didn’t know what my credit limit was. I’d never tried to charge twenty-three thousand dollars before. “I’ll call them back.”

“I’m afraid there isn’t enough time. They’ll be closing the doors soon, and you’ve still got customs and passport control.”

I took a deep breath. “Any chance of a free upgrade?”

“I wish I had that power,” she said with a polite smile.

“I guess we’ll just check-in for the 10:00 flight then.”

“You’ll need to come back in an hour. Check-in opens three hours prior to each flight. A new crew will reopen the counter at 7:00 a.m.”











Chapter 74

Sour Note




MY HEART SKIPPED A BEAT as the Russian border control agent’s eyes moved from my forged Hong Kong passport to Kira and Eva’s genuine Russian passports. It felt like Checkpoint Charlie. So many things could go wrong and lives were at stake.

I had a notarized letter giving Alfred Winthrop permission to bring the girls home from Moscow. I’d signed it as myself in front of the notary, then added Tanya’s name and signature in a space I’d engineered for that purpose after it had the notary’s signature and stamp. The document wouldn’t hold up in court, but if things went that way then a second altered document would be the least of my worries.

“Are these your children?”

“No. I’m a close friend of their parents. They gave me this letter,” I said, committing a criminal act. The girls knew to play along. While we waited for check-in to open, I’d briefed them on my cover.

The agent said nothing, but turned to his computer. While he worked the keyboard, I turned to the girls and revived the debate about cats versus dogs. Giggles ensued. The passport kerchunks followed in rapid succession, one, two, three. Then the gate to freedom swung open. We’d made it!

Almost.

Boarding wouldn’t begin for ninety minutes, and we wouldn’t be airborne for nearly three hours, but I felt the same sense of euphoria I’d enjoyed when clearing passport control on the way home from China. Hopefully, this time my joy would last longer than a ripe banana.

“Who wants breakfast?”

“Me!”

“Me!”

Kira hit me with the dreaded question as we sat with our bacon and egg sandwiches. “Can we call Mommy?”

“Yeah, Mommy, Mommy, Mommy!” Eva echoed.

“It’s nighttime in California,” I said, buying myself a moment to think. There was never going to be a good time to tell them. I’d planned to break the news on the flight home from Istanbul. I figured I’d let them cry it out and begin processing while I could hug them and hold them for hours on end. But I supposed we could start now. The phrase “their mother just died” would buy us a lot of cooperation and leeway.

As I weighed the pros and cons of dropping the bomb before we boarded, I heard my name. My real name. “Felix Sparks?”

I looked up to see expressionless eyes and the blue uniform of a baggage porter. The man handed me a phone without waiting for my reply. FaceTime was active, and the face on the screen was the last one I wanted to see at that moment. I stood and walked away from the table before speaking. “Hello, Vera.”

“Felix, I’m standing on the other side of passport control looking at a poster that reads, ‘See something, say something. Report any suspicious activity.’ If you don’t send the girls back with Vladimir right now, I’ll do my patriotic duty and alert the SVR to your location and occupation.”

Before I could compose a coherent reply, Vera added a closing comment. “The ransom clock is still ticking.” As she hung up, Vladimir reached out and took the phone from my hand.

Questions swarmed my mind as my stomach shriveled and my heart shattered. How had Grandma found us so quickly? In retrospect, that was obvious. She hadn’t wasted time calling the police after discovering that the girls were gone. She’d called Turkish Airways instead.

What were the odds we’d make the flight if I ignored Vera? That was also easy to answer. Abysmal. Vera was a credible source and SVR agents were standing by.

Would they arrest me? Without a doubt. My fake passport guaranteed it.

Tears started streaming as the inescapable conclusion clamped down. I had failed. The girls would have to stay with Grandma for now.

I had to brace myself on a trashcan to keep from falling as the emotional earthquake rocked my world. How could this be happening, again? How much could one family take? What kind of a monster was Vera Antonova? How could I send my sweet girls back into her cold arms?

As I battled to regain my wits, a hand reached out and grabbed mine through the fog. I looked down and saw Eva’s sweet face all crinkled up with concern.

“What’s wrong, Daddy?”











Chapter 75

Payback




I SPENT THE FIRST HALF of the lonely flight to Istanbul torturing myself by replaying my last moments with the girls. The crushed and confused looks on their faces. The teary questions I’d dodged. The blind promises I’d made. All while Vladimir looked on with the warmth of a toad.

Releasing our last hug was as painful as pulling off duct tape, but I forced a smile for their sakes. By then I’d recovered from the initial shocking blow and was back in my military mindset.

It could have been worse. Much worse. I left the airport in a plane, not a police car.

I would not have been shocked if Vera turned me in after getting the girls back, but I would have been surprised. Psychopaths weren’t pointedly cruel; they were just indifferent to human suffering. Fortunately for me, Vera’s odds of getting her $2 million were much better if I were free in American than if I were imprisoned in Russia.

I spent the second half of the flight to Istanbul and the entire waking portion of my flight to San Francisco brainstorming plans to meet Vera’s ransom demand. By the time I landed, I had a plan I thought might work. I called Kent the minute I landed.

Instead of “Hello,” he answered with, “Tell me you got them.”

I said, “I got them as far as the gate to our flight,” then I went on to summarize my Moscow adventures.

“I’m very sorry to hear that. What’s next? How can I help?”

I filled him in on my audacious plan.

Much to my relief, he liked it.

We agreed to meet late in the afternoon if fate smiled and the stars aligned. I told him I’d call as soon as I had news so he could get the paperwork prepared.

Fate did smile and the stars did align. At 5:25 that afternoon we met at the escalator leading up to the offices of Cemya Law.

All three surviving partners were there waiting for me. All three showed surprise when Kent walked in at my side. This was supposed to be urgent personal business of a sensitive nature. Business related to the premature passing of their partner, my wife. And it was. But I let Kent do the talking.

After brief pleasantries, during which Anton Zykin, Igor Akmerov, and Dina Demarko introduced themselves, Kent said, “A few days ago, Tanya’s mother, Vera Antonova, confessed to her murder. She confessed directly to District Attorney Sutherland, live on Zoom from Moscow, where, as you know, she’s untouchable. Mrs. Antonova, a former attorney herself, was so thorough and convincing regarding means, motive, and opportunity, that the charges against Felix are being dismissed with prejudice.”

“What did that cost you?” Igor asked, rudely voicing what the other two were obviously thinking.

Kent replied, “Please, let me finish before you further embarrass yourself.

“In a subsequent private call with Felix, Mrs. Antonova also confessed to two additional murders, that of her husband, the late Moscow State University Law Professor Yuri Antonov, as well as to the murder of the professor’s first wife.

“Mrs. Antonova did this so Felix would understand with whom he was dealing. That was important because she was calling to ransom her granddaughters back to Felix—for a million dollars each.

“With the aid of the Pleasanton PD, Mr. Sparks executed a risky, rescue attempt. He got the girls as far as the boarding gate at Vnukovo Airport before being thwarted.”

At that point Kent paused for questions, but the other lawyers were speechless, so he pressed on. “First of all, given your familiarity with Russia, do any of you know how Felix might retrieve his daughters without paying Vera two million dollars?”

Zykin said, “I can guarantee you that the Russian courts won’t help, not without a substantial bribe anyway. They’ll award custody to a woman over a man, and a Russian over a foreign national, every time.”

“Any attempt at a diplomatic solution would be equally futile,” Dina said. “The State Department can’t even get celebrities back when the optics have them highly motivated to do so.”

“How is the ransom to be paid?” Igor asked.

Kent said, “We expect Vera to call Felix in a week to make arrangements.”

The three Russian lawyers looked at each other and shrugged. That was disappointing. I had hoped for an insightful solution. Fortunately, I hadn’t counted on one.

“That brings us to the $2 million ransom,” Kent continued. “Our understanding is that Tanya’s share of the practice is worth around $500,000. Is that correct?”

Zykin cleared his throat. “As you well know, Mr. Tierney, law practices are worth what someone will pay for them. Valuation methods vary and calculations can be complex.”

“I’m going to take that as a yes,” Kent said. “It doesn’t really matter as superseding elements will be coming into play anyway.”

“Superseding elements?” Zykin said. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

“The Sparks home is valued at around $2.5 million. Their mortgage is $483,000, meaning Felix has a bit over $2 million in equity. Mr. Sparks is going to waive his rights to Tanya’s equity, and in return Cemya Law is going to purchase his home for $2.5 million, giving him the $2 million he needs to retrieve his daughters. Simultaneously, Cemya Law is going to rent the home back to him for $1,666 per month on a ten-year lease with a $2 million option to buy.”

Kent paused there so Zykin could do the math. Dina beat him to it. She said, “After accounting for Tanya’s equity, that boils down to us loaning Felix $2 million for ten years at one percent interest.”

“Yes, it does,” Kent confirmed.

“No, it doesn’t,” Zykin said. “As much as we’d like to see Tanya’s children reunited with their father, we don’t have $2.5 million sitting around.”

“I’m sure you don’t. But I’m equally sure you could get it. Consider the low-interest loan a scholarship for the daughters of your fallen colleague. If you have a creative accountant, she can probably find a way to make it tax-deductible.”

“Look, Mr. Tierney, I’m sure my partners and I can help Mr. Sparks raise some of the $2 million he needs, perhaps even as much as Tanya’s estimated equity stake. But to put the whole burden on us, well, that’s too much to ask.”

“Okay. Then let me ask you something else, Mr. Zykin. How much would a divorce cost you?”

“A divorce?”

“Yes. If Mrs. Zykina were suddenly inclined to end your marriage of twenty years, how much would that cost you?”

“You know that answer as well as I do, Mr. Tierney, being in the field yourself. It’s half,” he added, turning toward me. “But what you don’t know is that my wife and I are happily married. Divorce is not in the cards.”

“Only because I haven’t played my hand,” Kent replied.

Zykin’s eyes narrowed while Dina’s widened.

“Felix shared the Meski divorce story with me. You recall that one, don’t you? That was where Cemya Law employed a private investigator, a Mr. Fredo Babu, may he rest in peace. Mr. Babu used hidden cameras to gain the leverage your client needed to take her husband to the cleaners.

“I believe the firm made out quite handsomely from that settlement.”

“We did all right,” Zykin admitted.

“Well, you know what they say, Anton. What goes around, comes around. So before I open my laptop and show you some videos filmed a dozen stories above us in your penthouse apartment, videos that just might find their way to Mrs. Zykina and Mr. Demarko and perhaps even a local news reporter or two, Mr. Sparks and I are going to give you and your partners a moment to discuss the offer we put forward a few minutes ago. I’m certain that upon further reflection you’ll decide that helping the Sparks girls is the right thing to do.”

I thought that was it and was about to stand when I noted that Kent remained glued to his seat with his eyes firmly fixed on Zykin’s. When the Russian didn’t flinch, Kent put my laptop on the table and opened the screen so it faced in their direction.

Zykin remained unreadable, but Dina appeared ready to stroke out. Her eyes were tearing and her lower lip was quivering and her whole face turned the color of her blush.

Still, Zykin said nothing.

Kent hit Play.

When the penthouse pied-à-terre appeared on the screen, Dina lost it. As she ran from the room, Zykin paused the playback. He nodded to himself in silent contemplation, then said, “Come back Friday. We’ll have the paperwork ready.”

“And the check?” Kent asked.

“And the check,” Zykin confirmed.











Chapter 76

The Tribe




VERA CALLED ME two weeks after her original ransom demand, as promised. Neither of us mentioned the Moscow fiasco. We agreed to exchange the children for the cash at Istanbul Airport. I returned there on August 14, a week and a month and a lifetime after I found Tanya dead in our bed.

Since this wasn’t a regular kidnapping, in the sense that the kidnapper’s identity was known and her possession of the children was not illegal, we were able to make use of an escrow account. Per the terms, Vera could only access the $2 million after the banker witnessed the children meeting me at the airport.

Waiting for Turkish Airlines flight 414 to arrive was at once completely ordinary and extraordinary. I’d met Tanya, Vera, and the girls plenty of times after their visits to Moscow, something they’d done almost every summer prior to the war in Ukraine. On the other hand, it was the first time I’d had any doubt that they’d arrive.

I was also terribly worried about the girls’ mental condition. Had Vera continued to play the role of a loving grandmother? Or had she dropped the facade and assumed the indifference of a jailer? I had reason to hope it was the former, as Vera would find that both familiar and practical. The girls would be easier to manage if she acted sweet.

Standing outside customs, waiting for the girls to walk through the doors, it struck me that their entire childhood had resembled a scene from Little Red Riding Hood, except that nobody recognized the wolf in grandma’s clothes. What would happen once the girls learned the truth? Would they lose their ability to trust? Would they become paranoid, like their mother? Or could I find an innocuous way to explain recent events? Something that was more sweetly deceptive than starkly dishonest?

Much to my relief, I’d read that there is no psychopath gene. It isn’t hereditary. And although psychopathy does tend to run in families, it’s primarily a male condition, afflicting more than 1 in 100 men but only 1 in 200 women.

I found myself wondering how the girls would look after the ordeal. Would they be their same cheery selves, or sad shadows thereof?

I also had to wonder how I would seem to them. The last five weeks had been far and away the most strenuous of my life. I figured my heart had aged a decade, and although neither girl had said anything at the airport, the trauma of Tanya’s murder and my prison ordeals had to show on my face. I also figured a few long hard hugs would work miracles.

I would have done anything to reunite with my kids, so I was thrilled that Kent and I managed to concoct an elegant, legal remedy that didn’t involve bankruptcy or homelessness. While not completely kosher, I considered the Cemya Law solution a karmic balancing act rather than extortion. Also, it was hard to feel bad about taking a low-interest loan, for a good cause, from the man who’d been secretly bedding my wife, and the partners who’d watched it happen.

Speaking of justice, Hernandez had become uncharacteristically understanding once I told him the whole story. It was the coffin experience that cracked through the SAC’s armor. I sensed that had made me a hero of sorts in his eyes. Perhaps he, too, was claustrophobic.

We’d agreed that after an initial back-from-vacation assignment, he’d do his best to keep me on standby status until the kids were home and adjusted. I used the time to make the escrow arrangements and to visit the six other houses on our cul-de-sac.

I didn’t know any of our neighbors particularly well, and a few barely at all, but I wanted them to know what had happened to our family, so they might be supportive of the girls. They say it takes a village. I figured I’d put our micro-community to the test. At the very least, all seemed sympathetic and told me to ask if there was anything they could do to help.

Given my list of concerns and the related hopes and plans, I had my fingers crossed in more ways than one as I waited among the sea of tour guides and taxi drivers just outside Turkish immigration and customs.

My primary, immediate concern was that alligator-Vera wouldn’t honor our agreement because the girls were too young to fly alone, and she didn’t want to risk bringing them. The D.A. had not issued an Interpol Red Notice for Vera’s arrest—Sutherland wanted nothing more to do with our case—but Vera probably didn’t know that. My hope was that grandma’s greed would override her concern.

It did not.

Her genius did.

She neither delivered the girls to Istanbul nor figured out how to send them alone. When my daughters walked out those big opaque sliding doors, they were holding an unfamiliar woman by the hand. An elderly woman, Russian, I was sure.

The girls broke free and ran to me in what was the most joyous moment of my life. I hugged their smiling, giggling bodies hard enough to border on dangerous as tears streamed and sobs erupted.

Once my knees reacquired strength and I regained my ability to speak, I rose to face the woman who’d brought them. “Who’s your friend?” I asked the girls.

“Nanny Nina,” they both said. “She’s been helping Grandma.”

Nina nodded at me with an expressionless face, snapped a picture with her camera, then disappeared into the throng.

I’d never heard Nanny Nina referenced. Had never even suspected her existence. But I knew by the look in her eyes and the indifference she displayed when turning and walking away from my beautiful girls that she shared Vera’s condition. She was a fellow psychopath.

There had been no need for Nina to make her presence known. She could have encouraged the girls to run ahead, then snapped her picture and vanished without my ever glimpsing her face. I concluded that Vera had wanted me to see her. More specifically, her emotionless face and the carefree departure that was most uncharacteristic for a nanny.

Vera had sent me a message. She wanted me to know that she was not a solitary freak. She was a member of a tribe.

I didn’t dwell on that revelation. Not then, at least. I do come back to it, more frequently than you’d expect. Every time I spot the look I now think of as alligator-eye.

I didn’t dwell on it then because the girls were shouting, not in panic, not in fear, but in glee. They were asking, “Where’s Mommy?”











EPILOGUE




DURING MUCH REFLECTION on the enigma that was my mother-in-law, I came to understand that she genuinely felt no remorse for murdering her own daughter. In Vera’s mind, Tanya was gone and forgotten, just like the husband she’d disposed of when his utility had ended.

I also concluded that despite all Vera’s talk of evolutionary perfection and superiority, she was deeply troubled by her condition. The giveaway was her figurines, the hundreds of intricate clay figures she was constantly crafting to express the emotions she couldn’t. Those told me Vera sensed that she was missing out on what it meant to be human, and it haunted her every day.

I took some solace from that whiff of justice, but it changed nothing. The girls and I still missed Tanya every day.

I did not tell my daughters what happened to me during the five weeks they were with Grandma in the summer of 2023. None of it. As children tend to be, they were too caught up in their own lives to notice the omission. They gave no thought to what I’d been doing. They probably figured I was working, as usual. Flying around the world, keeping America safe while writing and illustrating Goofy Girls stories.

As far as they knew, Mommy had died in her sleep. She’d just stopped breathing. And with Mommy gone, Grandma had moved back to Russia. That was the truth, just not the whole truth. I figured that was good enough for now.

Maybe I would fill in the missing details someday, if either girl asked when she was old enough to process it and I was healed enough to handle it. But probably not. Who needed the vision of grandma strangling mommy? Or daddy in prison?

Meanwhile, we were all taking it day by day. The routine of school helped a lot, as did the fact that the girls were old enough to look after themselves. Two neighborhood families chipped in big time. Or rather, two mothers of kids who’d gone off to college did. They were happy to have my little chicks visit their empty nests.

Hernandez’s humane streak continued even after the girls were back home. He did his best to put me on assignments that wouldn’t have me away from home for more than one night at a time, but there was only so much he could do. Still, the girls and I managed, with the help of our village.

The last page in this darkest chapter of my life was written on the 100-day anniversary of Tanya’s death. That was the day Vera called me.

I was on layover in Tokyo, and she was on the beach. At least that was how it sounded. I heard waves crashing in the background and couldn’t help but picture Hannibal Lector as portrayed by Anthony Hopkins in the last scene of The Silence of the Lambs.

“I’m calling to complete our deal,” Vera said.

“What are you talking about?” I asked as my stomach lurched and my pulse raced and I checked the Find My app to be sure the girls were both at school.

“During our call, our big call, I told you that once everything was concluded, I’d have a nice bonus for you.”

While my heart sped up to hummingbird speed, I reminded myself that Grandma wasn’t actually a sadist, she just didn’t feel. She was an emotionless genius. Hopefully more Spock than Hannibal Lecter.

I was about to say I didn’t remember Vera’s offer when suddenly I did. “I thought you were referencing your will.”

“My will? No. That wouldn’t help. I’m planning to outlive you.”

“I expect you might,” I said. “I must have aged twenty years in two months. By the way, speaking of the stress you’ve inflicted, I’ve been wanting to ask you something. Did a social worker really come for the kids, or did you make that up to ensure that I’d approve your trip to Moscow?”

“Oh, Felix. Sometimes your naivety really is amusing. But don’t feel bad. Your lawyer also fell for that ruse.”

“I’m speechless.”

“Well, you don’t really need to speak. As I said, I’m just calling to be sure you received the bonus I promised.”

I felt a sudden chill and an urge to check the back of the freezer. “I didn’t find anything, but I wasn’t looking. Where did you leave it?”

“In your head.”

“My head?”

“I’ve given you your life’s ambition.”

“I’m sorry, but you’ve lost me, Vera. You’ve given me my life’s ambition?”

“Yes. It should more than make up for the $2 million.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“For someone so bright and creative, you do have your blind spots. Then again, almost everyone does. I think I proved that decisively during my sixteen years in America.”

Vera certainly had, but indulging her ego wasn’t high on my priority list. “I’m working today. In fact, I have to board a plane soon. Please get to the point.”

“Long flight?”

“Nine hours.”

“Good. That will give you time to get started.”

“Get started on what?”

“Your breakout book, silly. Forget the Goofy Girls. You’re about to write a bestselling novel. I’ve given you the story of a lifetime.”











AUTHOR’S NOTE




According to the American Psychological Association and based on the gold-standard professionally administered PCL-R questionnaire, Psychopathy is estimated to affect 1.2 percent of adult males and 0.3 to 0.7 percent of adult females. This is generally rounded to 1 percent of the population. 

Meanwhile, a more-recent systematic meta-analysis of published studies puts the prevalence of psychopathy in the general adult population at 4.5 percent, also with a higher prevalence among males. Whether the prevalence is 1 percent or 4.5 percent, statistically speaking, most adults will have met plenty of psychopaths over the course of their lives and have probably worked with a few.










Turn the page for the story behind this story and a preview of PUSHING BRILLIANCE, book one in the Kyle Achilles series.


Dear Reader,




I hope you enjoyed Twisted Lives, my twelfth thriller. I began this novel by noting that it was “Inspired by a True Story,” which it was. My story. 

The reason it’s been three years since I published my last thriller, Stolen Thoughts, is that I’ve been struggling through blindsiding challenges similar to Felix’s. The first two years of that saga are chronicled in my memoir: What New Hell Next? One Thriller Writer’s Personal Horror Story.

In short, I faced the prospect of years in prison after being falsely accused of strangling my wife. While I was incarcerated, my children were kidnapped and psychologically tortured by my accuser. She was assisted by their Russian grandmother, a traitorous woman whose father mysteriously fell to his death, and who frequently blamed her odd behavior on a childhood case of polio. 

Without relentless pursuit, I’d likely have lost my kids forever to brainwashing and perhaps life beyond my reach in Russia.

If you’d like to learn more about the events behind Twisted Lives, including what’s happened in the 18 months since my memoir was published, that story along with bonus material on my other books is available to everyone on my mailing list. Sign up HERE and gain instant access.

Thanks for your precious attention and kind reviews, 
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PUSHING BRILLIANCE










Chapter 1

The Kremlin




HOW DO YOU PITCH an audacious plan to the most powerful man in the world? Grigori Barsukov was about to find out. 

Technically, the President of Russia was an old friend — although the last time they’d met, his old friend had punched him in the face. That was thirty years ago, but the memory remained fresh, and Grigori’s nose still skewed to the right. 

Back then, he and President Vladimir Korovin wore KGB lieutenant stars. Now both were clothed in the finest Italian suits. But his former roommate also sported the confidence of one who wielded unrivaled power, and the temper of a man ruthless enough to obtain it.

The world had spun on a different axis when they’d worked together, an east-west axis, running from Moscow to Washington. Now everything revolved around the West. America was the sole superpower. 

Grigori could change that. 

He could lever Russia back into a pole position. 

But only if his old rival would risk joining him — way out on a limb.

As Grigori’s footfalls fell into cadence with the boots of his escorts, he coughed twice, attempting to relax the lump in his throat. It didn’t work. When the hardwood turned to red carpet, he willed his palms to stop sweating. They didn’t listen. Then the big double doors rose before him and it was too late to do anything but take a deep breath, and hope for the best. 

The presidential guards each took a single step to the side, then opened their doors with crisp efficiency and a click of their heels. Across the office, a gilded double-headed eagle peered down from atop the dark wood paneling, but the lone living occupant of the Kremlin’s inner sanctum did not look up. 

President Vladimir Korovin was studying photographs. 

Grigori stopped three steps in as the doors were closed behind him, unsure of the proper next move. He wondered if everyone felt this way the first time. Should he stand at attention until acknowledged? Take a seat by the wall? 

He strolled to the nearest window, leaned his left shoulder up against the frame, and looked out at the Moscow River. Thirty seconds ticked by with nothing but the sound of shifting photos behind him. Was it possible that Korovin still held a grudge? 

Desperate to break the ice without looking like a complete fool, he said, “This is much nicer than the view from our academy dorm room.”

Korovin said nothing.

Grigori felt his forehead tickle. Drops of sweat were forming, getting ready to roll. As the first broke free, he heard the stack of photos being squared, and then at long last, the familiar voice. It posed a very unfamiliar question: “Ever see a crocodile catch a rabbit?”

Grigori whirled about to meet the Russian President’s gaze. “What?”

Korovin waved the stack of photos. His eyes were the same cornflower blue Grigori remembered, but their youthful verve had yielded to something darker. “I recently returned from Venezuela. Nicolas took me crocodile hunting. Of course, we didn’t have all day to spend on sport, so our guides cheated. They put rabbits on the riverbank, on the wide strip of dried mud between the water and the tall grass. Kind of like teeing up golf balls. Spaced them out so the critters couldn’t see each other and gave each its own pile of alfalfa while we watched in silence from an electric boat.” Korovin was clearly enjoying the telling of his intriguing tale. He gestured with broad sweeps as he spoke, but kept his eyes locked on Grigori.

“Nicolas told me these rabbits were brought in special from the hill country, where they’d survived a thousand generations amidst foxes and coyotes. When you put them on the riverbank, however, they’re completely clueless. It’s not their turf, so they stay where they’re dropped, noses quivering, ears scanning, eating alfalfa and watching the wall of vegetation in front of them while crocodiles swim up silently from behind.

“The crocodiles were being fooled like the rabbits, of course. Eyes front, focused on food. Oblivious.” Korovin shook his head as though bewildered. “Evolution somehow turned a cold-blooded reptile into a warm white furball, but kept both of the creature’s brains the same. Hard to fathom. Anyway, the capture was quite a sight. 

“Thing about a crocodile is, it’s a log one moment and a set of snapping jaws the next, with nothing but a furious blur in between. One second the rabbit is chewing alfalfa, the next second the rabbit is alfalfa. Not because it’s too slow or too stupid ... but because it’s out of its element.” 

Grigori resisted the urge to swallow. 

“When it comes to eating,” Korovin continued, “crocs are like storybook monsters. They swallow their food whole. Unlike their legless cousins, however, they want it dead first. So once they’ve trapped dinner in their maw, they drag it underwater to drown it. This means the rabbit is usually alive and uninjured in the croc’s mouth for a while — unsure what the hell just happened, but pretty damn certain it’s not good.”

The president leaned back in his chair, placing his feet on the desk and his hands behind his head. He was having fun. 

Grigori felt like the rabbit. 

“That’s when Nicolas had us shoot the crocs. After they clamped down around the rabbits, but before they dragged ‘em under. That became the goal, to get the rabbit back alive.” 

Grigori nodded appreciatively. “Gives a new meaning to the phrase, catch and release.”

Korovin continued as if Grigori hadn’t spoken. “The trick was putting a bullet directly into the croc’s tiny brain, preferably the medulla oblongata, right there where the spine meets the skull. Otherwise the croc would thrash around or go under before you could get off the kill shot, and the rabbit was toast.

“It was good sport, and an experience worth replicating. But we don’t have crocodiles anywhere near Moscow, so I’ve been trying to come up with an equally engaging distraction for my honored guests. Any ideas?”

Grigori felt like he’d been brought in from the hills. The story hadn’t helped the lump in his throat either. He managed to say, “Let me give it some thought.”

Korovin just looked at him expectantly.

Comprehension struck after an uncomfortable silence. “What happened to the rabbits?”

Korovin returned his feet to the floor, and leaned forward in his chair. “Good question. I was curious to see that myself. I put my first survivor back on the riverbank beside a fresh pile of alfalfa. It ran for the tall grass as if I’d lit its tail on fire. That rabbit had learned life’s most important lesson.”

Grigori bit. “What’s that?”

“Doesn’t matter where you are. Doesn’t matter if you’re a crocodile or a rabbit. You best look around, because you’re never safe. 

“Now, what have you brought me, Grigori?”

Grigori breathed deeply, forcing the reptiles from his mind. He pictured his future atop a corporate tower, an oligarch on a golden throne. Then he spoke with all the gravitas of a wedding vow. “I brought you a plan, Mister President.”


 




Chapter 2

Brillyanc




PRESIDENT KOROVIN REPEATED Grigori’s assertion aloud. “You brought me a plan.” He paused for a long second, as though tasting the words. 

Grigori felt like he was looking up from the Colosseum floor after a gladiator fight. Would the emperor’s thumb point up, or down?

Korovin was savoring the power. Finally, the president gestured toward the chess table abutting his desk, and Grigori’s heart resumed beating. 

The magnificent antique before which Grigori took a seat was handcrafted of the same highly polished hardwood as Korovin’s desk, probably by a French craftsman now centuries dead. Korovin took the opposing chair and pulled a chess clock from his drawer. Setting it on the table, he pressed the button that activated Grigori's timer. “Give me the three-minute version.”

Grigori wasn’t a competitive chess player, but like any Russian who had risen through government ranks, he was familiar with the sport. 

Chess clocks have two timers controlled by seesawing buttons. When one’s up, the other’s down, and vice versa. After each move, a player slaps his button, stopping his timer and setting his opponent’s in motion. If a timer runs out, a little red plastic flag drops, and that player loses. Game over. There’s the door. Thank you for playing.

Grigori planted his elbows on the table, leaned forward, and made his opening move. “While my business is oil and gas, my hobby is investing in startups. The heads of Russia’s major research centers all know I’m a so-called angel investor, so they send me their best early-stage projects. I get everything from social media software, to solar power projects, to electric cars. 

“A few years ago, I met a couple of brilliant biomedical researchers out of Kazan State Medical University. They had applied modern analytical tools to the data collected during tens of thousands of medical experiments performed on political prisoners during Stalin’s reign. They were looking for factors that accelerated the human metabolism — and they found them. Long story short, a hundred million rubles later I’ve got a drug compound whose strategic potential I think you’ll appreciate.” 

Grigori slapped his button, pausing his timer and setting the president’s clock in motion. It was a risky move. If Korovin wasn’t intrigued, Grigori wouldn’t get to finish his pitch. But Grigori was confident that his old roommate was hooked. Now he would have to admit as much if he wanted to hear the rest.

The right side of the president’s mouth contracted back a couple millimeters. A crocodile smile. He slapped the clock. “Go on.”

“The human metabolism converts food and drink into the fuel and building blocks our bodies require. It’s an exceptionally complex process that varies greatly from individual to individual, and within individuals over time. Metabolic differences mean some people naturally burn more fat, build more muscle, enjoy more energy, and think more clearly than others. This is obvious from the locker room to the boardroom to the battlefield. The doctors in Kazan focused on the mental aspects of metabolism, on factors that improved clarity of thought–”

Korovin interrupted, “Are you implying that my metabolism impacts my IQ?”

“Sounds a little funny at first, I know, but think about your own experience. Don’t you think better after coffee than after vodka? After salad than fries? After a jog and a hot shower than an afternoon at a desk? All those actions impact the mental horsepower you enjoy at any given moment. What my doctors did was figure out what the body needs to optimize cognitive function.”

“Something other than healthy food and sufficient rest?”

Perceptive question, Grigori thought. “Picture your metabolism like a funnel, with raw materials such as food and rest going in the top, cognitive power coming out the bottom, and dozens of complex metabolic processes in between.”

“Okay,” Korovin said, eager to engage in a battle of wits.

“Rather than following in the footsteps of others by attempting to modify one of the many metabolic processes, the doctors in Kazan took an entirely different approach, a brilliant approach. They figured out how to widen the narrow end of the funnel.”

“So, bottom line, the brain gets more fuel?”

“Generally speaking, yes.”

“With what result? Will every day be like my best day?”

“No,” Grigori said, relishing the moment. “Every day will be better than your best day.”

Korovin cocked his head. “How much better?”

Who’s the rabbit now? “Twenty IQ points.”

“Twenty points?”

“Tests show that’s the average gain, and that it applies across the scale, regardless of base IQ. But it’s most interesting at the high end.”

Another few millimeters of smile. “Why is the high end the most interesting?”

“Take a person with an IQ of 140. Give him Brillyanc — that’s the drug’s name — and he’ll score 160. May not sound like a big deal, but roughly speaking, those 20 points take his IQ from 1 in 200, to 1 in 20,000. Suddenly, instead of being the smartest guy in the room, he’s the smartest guy in his discipline.”

Korovin leaned forward and locked on Grigori’s eyes. “Every ambitious scientist, executive, lawyer ... and politician would give his left nut for that competitive advantage. Hell, his left and right.”

Grigori nodded.

“And it really works?”

“It really works.”

Korovin reached out and leveled the buttons, stopping both timers and pausing to think, his left hand still resting on the clock. “So your plan is to give Russians an intelligence edge over foreign competition? Kind of analogous to what you and I used to do, all those years ago.” 

Grigori shook his head. “No, that’s not my plan.”

The edges of the cornflower eyes contracted ever so slightly. “Why not?”

“Let’s just say, widening the funnel does more than raise IQ.”

Korovin frowned and leaned back, taking a moment to digest this twist. “Why have you brought this to me, Grigori?”

“As I said, Mister President, I have a plan I think you’re going to like.”
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